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A Note on the Standards and Practices  
Curriculum and Accreditation

Conservation Easement Stewardship is part of the Land Trust Alliance’s 
Standards and Practices Curriculum and is designed to provide you with guid-
ance and tools to implement Practices 11B, 11C and 11D.

This course will:

Help you understand the practices•	
Provide you with tools to implement the practices in your organization •	
Inspire organizational change•	
Help you save more land for the long term•	

The Standards and Practices Curriculum is made up of 15 courses that cover 
the accreditation indicator practices. Indicator practices demonstrate that a 
land trust is operating in an ethical, legal and technically sound manner and 
ensure the long-term protection of land in the public interest. Voluntary land 
trust accreditation will provide independent verification of these practices.

The evaluations contained in this book are for training purposes only. They 
are not designed or intended to determine if your land trust is ready for 
accreditation. 

Completing a course does not necessarily demonstrate that an organization 
is actually carrying out the practice. Therefore, the Land Trust Accreditation 
Commission, an independent program of the Land Trust Alliance, will exam-
ine documents and information in project files to verify that each indicator 
practice is being carried out in the land trust applying for accreditation. For 
specific guidance on how to interpret Practices 11B and 11C for land trust 
accreditation, see the guidance document posted on www.landtrustaccredita-
tion.org. This course and others in the curriculum are designed to help your 
land trust understand how to implement the practices.

Please note:

The curriculum is •	 not required for accreditation
Completing the curriculum will •	 not guarantee accreditation

For more information on accreditation, visit www.landtrustaccreditation 
.org. To learn more about the Land Trust Alliance’s training and assistance 
programs, visit www.lta.org.

Sylvia Bates
Executive Editor, Standards and Practices Curriculum

Director of Standards and Research, Land Trust Alliance





Summary

Being entrusted to uphold a landowner’s conservation vision for a 
special property is an honor. Upholding that vision in perpetuity 
is an obligation. 

The use of conservation easements (also known as conserva-
tion restrictions) as a land protection tool is more prevalent 
today than ever before. Easements are used to protect every-

thing from the smallest of wetlands to working agricultural lands to 
forest parcels comprising hundreds of thousands of acres. The number 
and complexity of easements and the number of easement holders 
have grown at a startling rate during the past few decades. It is easy 
to understand why. Conservation easements empower landowners 
to protect their property’s important conservation values and leave a 
legacy to future generations, as well as utilize tax benefits for donated 
gifts or receive financial consideration for selling development rights. 

If the conveyance of an easement is the first step in conserving a prop-
erty, then the second step, an ongoing one, is easement stewardship. 
Easement holders have a legal and ethical responsibility to ensure 
that landowners comply with the terms of their conservation ease-
ments to uphold the public benefit. As land trusts acquire more expe-
rience with easement stewardship and gain a better understanding of 
the breadth of stewardship challenges, they recognize the need for a 
sound easement stewardship program and sufficient resources to meet 
its demands. 

If a land trust fails to meet its basic stewardship obligations, the conse-
quences can be disastrous for the organization and the land trust 
community.  For example, insufficient monitoring, or a lack of it entirely, 
can jeopardize the land trust’s legal ability to enforce a conservation 
easement. Without a track record of consistent monitoring, other land-
owners may decline to move forward with easement conveyances, and 
monetary donors may give to other charitable organizations, causing 

Important conservation values: 
The key values or attributes on 
the property that are the focus 
of protection efforts. Important 
conservation values are deter-
mined during the property evalua-
tion and project planning process.

Conservation easement steward-
ship: All aspects of a land trust’s 
management of a conservation 
easement after its acquisition, 
including monitoring; landowner 
relations; recordkeeping; process-
ing landowner notices, requests 
for approval and amendments; 
managing stewardship funds; and 
enforcement and defense.
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financial hardship for the organization. Additionally, other land trust 
supporters may develop concerns about the organization’s ability to 
operate in the public benefit. Over the long term, such a situation will 
damage the land trust’s working relationships with current easement 
owners, their neighbors and community members who may no longer 
support or work with the land trust to fulfill its mission and goals. 
Finally, consistently poor stewardship may have a ripple effect on the 
larger land trust community nationally and the future use of conserva-
tion easements as a viable land protection tool. 

The foundation of an effective easement stewardship program is based 
on good working relationships with landowners, thorough baseline 
documentation reports and annual monitoring. Allocating time and 
financial resources to these critical components will be time and money 
well spent. These activities will allow land trusts to be proactive in their 
stewardship responsibilities, rather than reactive. Land trusts can then 
become partners with easement landowners to ensure that protected 
land remains protected for the long term. 

This course covers the essentials of an effective stewardship program. 
Chapter 1 discusses how to create an appropriate stewardship approach 
that will help your land trust meet its mission. Chapter 2 offers strat-
egies for building strong landowner relationships. Chapter 3 covers 
using and updating baseline documentation reports, and chapter 4 
discusses how to monitor easements and includes a template for creat-
ing a monitoring policy unique to your land trust. 



This course is part of the Land Trust Alliance’s training series 
on implementing Land Trust Standards and Practices. This 
curriculum focuses on those practices that indicate a land 

trust is operating in an ethical, legal and technically sound manner. 
Participation in the training curriculum will help land trusts ensure 
the long-term protection of land in the public interest.

A strong stewardship program is critical to ensuring that the land saved 
today is protected tomorrow. This course will teach you how to create 
a partnership with landowners that will shift your land trust’s focus 
from enforcement to prevention, saving time and money, and avoid-
ing potentially bad publicity. In this course you will learn how a strong 
stewardship program defends a property’s conservation values and the 
components of such a program. The course covers how to establish 
strong landowner relationships, how to use and supplement baseline 
documentation reports and how to develop a successful program for 
easement monitoring. The course concludes with a template that will 
help you develop an easement monitoring policy appropriate for your 
land trust. 

Audience 

This course is appropriate for land trust staff, board members and 
volunteers who participate in the administration and stewardship 
of conservation easement properties, including handling landowner 
requests and monitoring easement properties. Although the book is 
written with land trusts in mind, it is also useful for public agencies 
that hold conservation easements and are responsible for their long-
term stewardship.

The course materials are designed for a wide range of learners, includ-
ing those new to the subject or seeking a refresher or overview on 
important topics. However, learners should have a basic understanding 

Introduction
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of conservation easements and baseline documentation reports. Those 
topics are addressed in the Land Trust Alliance course “Conservation 
Easement Drafting and Documentation.”   To understand fully the scope 
of topics involved in conservation easement stewardship, learners may 
find it helpful to review the following Alliance courses: “Determining 
Stewardship Costs and Raising and Managing Dedicated Funds” and 
“Managing Conservation Easements in Perpetuity.”

Using the Student Guide 

You may use the student guide in the following learning situations: 
an instructor-led training, self-study program, in-house board or staff 
training, or for review and reference. It can be used at home, in the 
office or in class.

If using the student guide for self-study, you should refer to the Sample 
Documents and Additional Resources for more information. Also, you 
will find additional resources and discussion forums on The Learning 
Center, the Alliance’s online learning resource, at http://learning 
center.lta.org. Case studies and Putting It into Practice exercises 
demonstrate how implementing and applying those practices described 
in the narrative can help your land trust achieve its mission and goals. 
Discussion questions and answers to common questions about the case 
studies and exercises have been included to assist in self-study.

The Conservation Easement Handbook provides important informa-
tion about the development of a conservation easement stewardship 
program. This course is intended to be used in conjunction with The 
Conservation Easement Handbook, not as an alternative to the book. 

For those who prefer classroom training, this course will be delivered 
on a regular basis by qualified trainers at conferences and special events 
sponsored by the Land Trust Alliance, land trust service providers and 
coalitions, and others. 

Learners can use the summaries provided at the beginning of this book 
and at the start of each chapter in presentations to board members 
and other interested parties. They are useful tools to help explain why 
adopting and implementing these practices will help ensure that the 
land trust has a comprehensive and successful conservation easement 
stewardship program.



Resources 

This course includes the following resources:

Sample land trust documents•	

Templates to guide learners in drafting their own policies•	

Case studies to demonstrate how land trusts have implemented •	

the practice
Lists of additional resources for further study•	

A glossary of key terms•	

An index for easy reference•	

The course also includes Putting It into Practice exercises that you may 
take back to your land trust for your use in providing in-house training 
and discussion among your land trust board, staff and volunteers.

Introduction 15





Learning Objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

Explain the importance of identifying the philosophy or guid-•	

ing principles that will govern your conservation easement 
stewardship program
Describe how this philosophy will be demonstrated in matters •	

relating to the conservation easement stewardship program and 
by the land trust as a whole
Explain why understanding a land trust’s capacity is important •	

in establishing a conservation easement stewardship program
Describe the importance of having policies and procedures •	

in place to ensure the integrity of the easement stewardship 
program

Chapter One • Conservation Easement 
Stewardship and Capacity: An Overview

Standard 11: Conservation Easement Stewardship
The land trust has a program of responsible stewardship for its easements.

A land trust that accepts and holds conservation easements commits itself to their annual stew-
ardship in perpetuity, to enforcement of their terms, and to building positive landowner and 
community relationships to support the land trust’s conservation programs and enforcement 
actions. A land trust that fails to do so may eventually lose its credibility, could cause its ease-
ment program to be invalidated, may erode public confidence in easements, and ultimately risk 
the protection of the land. Not all land trusts have the capacity to hold easements in perpetu-
ity and may achieve their conservation goals through partnerships with other organizations, fee 
ownership or other conservation methods. These practices will help ensure that the conserva-
tion values protected by conservation easements are sustained over time. 

— From the Background to the 2004 revisions of Land Trust Standards and Practices
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Summary 

A conservation easement (also referred to as a conservation restriction) 
can be an effective legal tool in protecting significant natural resources 
for the benefit of present and future generations. However, a conserva-
tion easement does not in itself protect land but, rather, it authorizes 
the land trust, in partnership with the landowner, to ensure the long-
term protection of the property. Therefore, the ultimate protection of 
the land lies with the ability of the land trust to do its job as steward 
of the land and to do it well. 

Conservation easements are for public benefit, so it is paramount that 
the public has confidence in the land trust’s ability to fulfill its long-
term easement stewardship responsibilities. How a land trust admin-
isters its conservation easement stewardship program will have a direct 
effect not only on easement landowner relations but also on community 
relations. Given the nature of our culture and the easement tool itself, 
the credibility of a land trust as an easement holder and the integrity 
of conservation easements as a land protection tool will always face 
scrutiny. If a land trust takes its stewardship role seriously, it should 
be able to demonstrate clearly how it fulfills its role and operates with 
transparency. 

It is prudent for land trusts to identify the principles that will guide 
their easement stewardship decisions and give careful consideration to 
how those principles are implemented in all aspects of their conserva-
tion work. Land trusts also need to weigh their easement stewardship 
approach against their capacity, and they must be willing to evalu-
ate and adjust their program periodically. Routine conservation ease-
ment monitoring, management and landowner relations cost money; 
however, defending easements against legal challenges costs even more. 
Land trusts need to plan for the costs of monitoring and enforcement 
to ensure that the integrity of their easement stewardship program is 
not compromised.

Evaluate Your Practices 

Conduct a quick evaluation of your organization’s conservation ease-
ment stewardship philosophy and capacity, giving your organization 
one point for every “yes” answer. Scores are shown at the end of this 
evaluation and guidance on the importance of the issues raised in the 
questions follows.

Capacity: The ability to perform all 
the actions required to manage 
conservation easements by having 
adequate human and financial 
resources and organizational 
systems in place.
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Does your organization:

1. Have a statement about its conservation easement stewardship 
philosophy or guiding principle(s)?

2. Convey its stewardship philosophy and policies and/or prac-
tices to its easement landowners and the public?

3. Understand the relationship between the terms and conditions 
of the conservation easement and perpetual easement steward-
ship obligations?

4. Have a dedicated easement stewardship fund or strategy to 
secure such funding for every easement it holds?

5. Have written easement stewardship policies and procedures for 
land trust representatives and easement landowners?

If your organization scores:

 5:  Great! This course may increase your knowledge of conser-
vation easement stewardship, but your land trust is well on 
its way to excellence. Share your knowledge by sending your 
documents to the Land Trust Alliance for posting in the 
online library (e-mail learn@lta.org).

 3–4:  Good, but there is room for improvement. Your organization 
may need to dedicate more time to planning for long-term 
stewardship needs and implement policies and practices.

 0–2:  Taking this course is a good first step. Your organization 
should spend time evaluating its easement program from 
project selection through easement stewardship. Doing so 
will help you manage your easements more effectively and 
efficiently. 

Guidance 

1. Land trusts should define their approach to easement steward-
ship. Doing so will help each land trust meet its legal and ethi-
cal obligations for long-term stewardship (see pages 20–22 of 
this chapter). 

2. Land trusts’ practices should be transparent, fair and consis-
tent to instill confidence in easement landowners and the 
public about the ability of the land trust to monitor, defend 
and enforce easements as well as the overall use of conservation 

Stewardship fund: A separate, dedi-
cated fund established by a land 
trust to provide financial resources 
for easement stewardship costs. If 
the fund is not a true endowment, 
the principal as well as the earn-
ings of the fund may be withdrawn.

Policy: A specific course of action 
to guide and determine present and 
future decisions. In this context, 
refers to a written, board-adopted 
policy.
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easements as an effective land protection tool (see pages 25–26 
of this chapter).

3. A land trust should only accept easements that contain restric-
tions that it has the capacity (both human and financial) to moni-
tor and enforce in perpetuity (see pages 22–24 of this chapter).

4. Land trusts have a perpetual responsibility for ensuring land-
owners comply with the easement provisions. Checking for 
compliance, handling landowner requests, resolving violations, 
dealing with litigation and good recordkeeping all take human 
and financial resources. The IRS requires that land trusts have 
the resources to monitor and enforce their conservation ease-
ments to maintain their status as “qualified” easement holders. 
Therefore, dedicated funding to carry out these responsibilities 
is essential (see pages 24–25 of this chapter).

5. Land trusts need to treat all landowners fairly and consistently 
when handling easement stewardship issues. They should be 
able to convey how they operate to landowners. Written poli-
cies and procedures also help ensure that land trust personnel 
take the same professional and consistent approach to handling 
all stewardship-related tasks. Written policies and procedures 
provide important information to new land trust personnel and 
new easement landowners. Written policies and procedures are 
also essential if the land trust ever has to go to court to defend 
an easement (see pages 25–26 of this chapter).

Guiding Principles for Stewardship 

Importance

A land trust’s easement stewardship program should begin with the 
organization’s mission. Easement stewardship is an important compo-
nent of how land trusts implement their mission. For example, an 
organization with a mission to protect wetlands, waterfowl and water 
quality will have very different needs in terms of resources, monitor-
ing techniques and so forth than an organization that protects open 
space and scenic views. What approach will the land trust take to 
uphold its easements? How does the land trust want to be viewed by 
its easement landowners and the community it serves? What role does 
the land trust see the landowner playing in fulfilling the land trust’s 
mission (see chapter 2 for more detail on this subject)? The answers to 
these questions will help establish the land trust’s stewardship philos-
ophy or guiding principles. All aspects of the stewardship program 
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will be based on this philosophy and will guide future decisions of the 
organization. 

Land trusts should routinely evaluate their easement stewardship 
programs, goals and activities to check for consistency with their 
mission. Some land trusts need only look to the changes in their ease-
ment drafting over time to understand how their stewardship philoso-
phy has evolved.

A land trust’s easement stewardship program should also be based on a 
clear understanding of the organization’s legal and ethical responsibili-
ties, desired outcomes and principles. The land trust should understand 
what it is trying to accomplish by holding conservation easements and 
then identify the best approach to achieve the desired outcome. 

Some land trusts have found it difficult to fulfill their stewardship role 
when the approach and principles are undefined and unarticulated to 
those charged with implementing the program. In discussing ease-
ment monitoring, a senior staff member of a land trust anonymously 
remarked:

We got most of our monitoring training at the Land Trust 
Alliance Rally and read The Conservation Easement Handbook. 
The land trust’s monitoring policy is very specific and the form 
is pretty self-explanatory, but what is missing is the general 
philosophy and approach to easement monitoring. The people 
who draft easements are not the same people who monitor. 
There are efforts to talk and involve stewardship staff in look-
ing over easement documents to make sure they are reason-
able to monitor and getting protection staff to come along on 
baseline or monitoring visits, but it is not required. It’s very 
informal and to some extent dependent on personal relation-
ships among staff. 

The Vermont Land Trust is a good example of a land trust that took the time 

to develop, articulate and implement guiding principles for its stewardship of 

conservation easements, a copy of which is included on page 35. 

VLT believes the best approach to ensure the integrity of its conservation 

easements is to focus on establishing good landowner relationships. This 

vision is articulated on its website: 

A land trust’s easement steward-
ship program should be based 
on a clear understanding of the 
organization’s legal and ethical 
responsibilities, desired outcomes 
and principles, and mission.

Example
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From [landowners’ and the communities’] perspective we want to be 

viewed as: accessible, efficient, and trustworthy. As a result of hold-

ing this view, we hope owners of conserved land will understand their 

conservation easement, feel part of a land conservation community, 

and act as ambassadors of conservation. 

One family’s situation exemplifies the success of VLT’s nonconfrontational 

approach. For five generations, this family had dumped household waste 

over a ravine on their property, which was later placed under easement by 

VLT.  The dumping violated both the easement and state regulations.  The land 

trust addressed the issue by compiling a list of recycling places, scrap metal 

dealers and low-cost dumpsters and offering to help the family clean up the 

dump. Leslie Ratley-Beach, stewardship director at the time, noted: “The situ-

ation resolved very nicely. The family hired a monthly dumpster and stopped 

dumping down the ravine. They were delighted with how VLT handled the 

issue. They felt it raised their awareness about land use. As the dumping had 

been a five-generation habit, they just had never thought about it.”

By treating the landowners as allies, instead of as adversaries, the Vermont 

Land  Trust addressed the easement issue, strengthened its relationship with 

the landowners and deterred future violations. 

Capacity 

Capacity and Easement Restrictions 

Practice 7A of Land Trust Standards and Practices requires land trusts 
to evaluate their capacity to conduct easement stewardship:

Practice 7A: Capacity. The land trust regularly evaluates its 
programs, activities and long-term responsibilities and has 
sufficient volunteers, staff and/or consultants to carry out 
its work, particularly when managing an active program of 
easements.

Administering and managing a conservation easement stewardship 
program requires both human and financial resources. Although ease-
ment monitoring is an essential part of any stewardship program, 
many land trusts have realized that monitoring is the easy part, rela-
tively speaking, compared to the program’s other components. In addi-
tion to monitoring, land trusts must respond to landowner inquiries 
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and requests for approvals or amendments. They often address ques-
tions from prospective buyers of easement properties, as well as meet 
with new owners of easement properties to discuss the terms of the 
easement and the land trust’s stewardship program. Land trusts must 
take the time to maintain thorough files on each easement property 
and supplement their baseline documentation. All of these tasks are 
important parts of easement stewardship. The land trust must deter-
mine what it can realistically accomplish given its human resources 
(volunteers, staff and/or consultants and their level of knowledge, skills 
and expertise), funding resources and time constraints.

The contents of an easement will dictate the level of funding, time and 
skills needed to manage and defend the easement in perpetuity. For 
this reason, land trusts should draft easements with perpetual stew-
ardship in mind. To ensure that project staff and easement drafters 
comprehend the stewardship implications of the easement terms, some 
staffed land trusts have their project staff monitor easement properties. 
Other land trusts work closely with their stewardship staff during the 
drafting phase, so they can understand the stewardship implications 
and negotiate and draft the easements accordingly.

Every restriction contained in a conservation easement must be moni-
tored and may be subject to an enforcement obligation. When consid-
ering whether to place certain restrictions in a conservation easement, 
analyzing the time and costs necessary to monitor and defend these 
restrictions is part of the easement drafting process. If your land trust 
has a model easement template, it may be able to confine this analysis 
to those restrictions that are new or different from those in the model 
easement (presumably the model easement was adopted by the land 
trust with an understanding that it has the capacity to monitor and 
defend the restrictions in the template). 

Land trusts should also be careful about incorporating easement 
restrictions that are difficult to monitor or require outside expertise, 
such as experts in land management issues or water quality evalua-
tion. These restrictions may require the land trust to increase existing 
capacity (recruiting more monitors or increasing monitor training, for 
example) to fulfill its obligations.

Each easement term has an impact on the stewardship of that ease-
ment, and many provisions bring increased obligations and costs. Land 
trusts need to understand the stewardship implications of easements 

Land trusts should draft ease-
ments with perpetual stewardship 
in mind.
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that contain affirmative rights or obligations, use prescriptive standards 
versus performance standards, have prior approval requirements, permit 
limited development or other uses upon notification and approval of 
the easement holder, and/or include discretionary approvals. They also 
need to factor in the additional time and expense of considering conser-
vation easement amendments and/or issuing letters of interpretation. 
All these factors add to the stewardship burden assumed by the land 
trust and must be considered in evaluating a land trust’s stewardship 
capacity. For more information on drafting conservation easements, see 
the Land Trust Alliance course “Conservation Easement Drafting and 
Documentation” and The Conservation Easement Handbook. For more 
information on determining land trust capacity, see the Alliance course 
“Mission, Planning and Capacity.” For more on estimating personnel 
capacity for easement stewardship, refer to the Land Trust Alliance’s 
research report Conservation Capacity and Enforcement Capability: A 
Research Report, listed in the Additional Resources at the end of this 
chapter.

Funding Easement Stewardship 

For an easement to qualify as a charitable deduction, the IRS requires 
that the land trust have the resources to monitor and enforce the ease-
ment’s restrictions. Land trusts should be able to demonstrate this 
ability to landowners, particularly because landowners are responsible 
for proving that they are working with a “qualified holder.” However, 
every easement, whether donated or purchased, requires some level of 
stewardship by the land trust. Adequate stewardship funding is vital 
to ensure that a land trust’s long-term stewardship obligations can be 
met. For an example of how to calculate stewardship costs, see the 
Colorado Open Lands easement costs spreadsheet on page 45. 

Land Trust Standards and Practices requires a land trust to ensure it can 
adequately fund its easement stewardship program:

Practice 11A: Funding Easement Stewardship. The land 
trust determines the long-term stewardship and enforcement 
expenses of each easement transaction and secures the dedi-
cated or operating funds to cover current and future expenses. 
If funds are not secured at or before the completion of the 
transaction, the land trust has a plan to secure these funds and 
has a policy committing the funds to this purpose. (See 6G.)

Affirmative rights or obligations: 
Easement provisions that require 
the landowner to maintain the 
resources protected by the ease-
ment (e.g., mow a field to keep open 
a view) or that the land trust must 
maintain if the owner does not; or 
rights granted to the land trust to 
perform physical acts on the prop-
erty (e.g., build a trail or access the 
property for monitoring).

Prescriptive standards: The restric-
tions in a conservation easement 
that forbid or limit certain activi-
ties, which are usually absolute 
and often quantifiable, such as the 
prohibition of construction within 
300 feet of a body of water.

Performance standards: The 
requirements in a conservation 
easement for limiting permitted 
land use activities that are based 
on the likelihood of achieving a 
desired outcome or goal, rather 
than mandating specific actions 
or prohibitions. For example, “the 
water shall not contain sediment.”
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As part of determining its funding requirements, a land trust should 
also consider its priorities with respect to the easement stewardship 
program. Does the land trust want to spend its time handling approv-
als? Being a resource for land management issues? Enforcing easements 
through litigation? Building landowner relationships? The level of 
easement stewardship funding should correspond to the level of stew-
ardship commitment necessary for the land trust to monitor regularly, 
handle landowner requests promptly, implement appropriate record-
keeping practices and defend and enforce the organization’s easements 
to maintain the public’s trust. For more information on determining 
stewardship costs, see the Land Trust Alliance course “Determining 
Stewardship Costs and Raising and Managing Dedicated Funds.”

Ensuring Integrity 

Using written policies and procedures will help land trusts handle and 
track landowner requests more efficiently, and serve as a reminder of an 
organization’s array of responsibilities as an easement holder. Written 
policies and procedures are also an invaluable resource to new board, 
staff, consultants or volunteers, helping ensure that they follow proper 
protocols and communicate consistently with easement landowners. A 
land trust should create:

Procedures for monitoring •	

Procedures for updating and supplementing baseline •	

documentation
An overall easement monitoring policy (see the monitoring •	

policy template exercise on page 246)

By creating policies and procedures to address stewardship demands, 
land trusts will be better prepared to respond to landowners promptly 
and treat them fairly and consistently. Having this level of transpar-
ency will build trust and respect for the organization and ensure the 
integrity of the easement program. Therefore, it is important for land 
trusts to review and modify templates and policies, as necessary, on a 
regular basis. 

Good recordkeeping practices, whether your land trust is “strictly 
paper” or “all digital” will help the organization easily provide docu-
mentation on how it conducts easement stewardship. The land trust 
should have a formal, board-adopted records policy to assist with 
managing the documents needed for long-term easement stewardship 
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and defense. For more information on developing and implement-
ing a recordkeeping policy, see Practice 2D, Records Policy, Practice 
9G, Recordkeeping and the Land Trust Alliance course “Nonprofit 
Law and Recordkeeping for Land Trusts, Volume II: Recordkeeping 
Essentials for Land Trusts.” For information on specific issues regard-
ing easement recordkeeping, see the Alliance course “Managing 
Conservation Easements in Perpetuity.” 
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Drafting a Stewardship Principles Statement

This exercise may be conducted in an instructor-led training or as an exercise with your 
board or stewardship staff or volunteers. Guidance on the exercise follows. 

Directions 

Part 1: Spend a few minutes reviewing the Vermont Land Trust and Minnesota 
Land Trust conservation easement stewardship philosophy documents (pages 
35–44) to compare themes and approaches to easement stewardship. 

Part 2: Spend five minutes drafting a brief statement (no more than three to five 
sentences) that describes your land trust’s guiding principles for easement stew-
ardship. Include a few words or phrases that reflect your stewardship program as 
it currently exists or how you would like it to be. Consider how stewardship prin-
ciples can guide or help you manage landowner relationships, utilize baseline docu-
mentation and conduct easement monitoring.

Part 3: Partner with another learner in the course or with a board or staff member 
or volunteer at your land trust. Review your partner’s document with the following 
questions in mind:

1. Does the statement convey the organization’s approach to conservation 
easement stewardship?

2. Does the statement convey the role the land trust wants to play in the 
community or how it wants to be perceived by landowners and the 
community?

3. Is the statement compelling? Are the goals realistic and attainable?
4. Do you have any additional thoughts or suggestions?

Share your thoughts with your partner and make plans to revise your statement, if 
necessary, when you return to your land trust. You can also post your draft on the 
Stewardship Forum on The Learning Center (http://learningcenter.lta.org) and 
request feedback from colleagues across the country.

P U T T I N G  I T  I N T O  P R A C T I C E  O N E
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Guidance 

There are many similarities between the stewardship philosophies of the Vermont 
Land Trust and the Minnesota Land Trust, including the following themes: 

Ongoing commitment•	

Time and resources (capacity)•	

Perpetual land conservation•	

Integrity of conservation easements•	

Protection of natural resources/land ethic•	

How others experience the land trust•	

Landowner relationships•	

Community perceptions•	

Interrelationship of easement drafting with stewardship implementation •	

and interpretation
Conservation easement monitoring, follow-up and recordkeeping•	

These themes address the key elements of any successful easement stewardship 
program. Though each land trust will tailor a statement expressing its own philoso-
phy, there will likely be substantial overlap, as these examples show. At a minimum, 
a stewardship philosophy should speak to the organization’s intentions for uphold-
ing easements, maintaining relationships with landowners and the community, and 
implementing sound practices. 

P U T T I N G  I T  I N T O  P R A C T I C E
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Stewardship Policies and Practices
Maine Coast Heritage Trust 

This case study uses the Maine Coast Heritage Trust’s experiences to extrapolate 
trends and issues experienced by many land trusts in general as they mature. The 
case study also serves as a cautionary tale for those land trusts that fail to give care-
ful consideration to easement stewardship demands as they accumulate easements 
over time. The information below is excerpted from MCHT’s “Stewardship Policies 
and Procedures” (2004), and incorporates some recent updates and corrections.

Background 

During its first dozen years, Maine Coast Heritage Trust facilitated land protec-
tion but declined to hold interests in properties. That changed in late 1983, when 
MCHT took on its first conservation easement in Brooksville and began its 
involvement in stewardship. As the organization’s holdings increased, land protec-
tion staff monitored the easements in their region and handled any necessary work 
on preserves. By 1995, it was clear that stewardship efforts needed to be increased, 
and a new position, stewardship coordinator, was created to organize and cover 
the growing stewardship responsibilities of the organization. The position was part 
time and responsible for a portfolio of 12 fee properties and 68 conservation ease-
ments when the coordinator was hired in 1996. Since that time, the stewardship 
program has become a separate department and staffing has increased, as have 
stewardship responsibilities and budget. In 1998, the board of directors voted to 
establish a Stewardship Policy Committee that works to develop stewardship poli-
cies and review practices. As of June 2007, MCHT owns 86 properties and holds 
169 easements.

Stewardship Philosophy 

The stewardship arm of MCHT is responsible for continuing the conservation 
efforts that are begun when a property is acquired or an easement negotiated. The 
following stewardship philosophy was developed by the Board’s Stewardship Policy 
Committee and adopted by the Board (November 1999, revised February 2006):

Stewardship is the on-going, long term commitment of time and resources 
to the conservation of land. Its implementation is essential to MCHT’s 

C A S E  S T U D Y
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ability to protect land in the future. MCHT will strive to practice exem-
plary stewardship of its lands, always protecting ecological values and when 
appropriate and feasible, providing compatible human uses. Important 
components of our stewardship will include development of a local land 
ethic, community involvement and a focus on the quality of each visitor’s 
experience at our preserves.

As staff develop and implement conservation plans for fee properties and 
give input on conservation easements and make our commitments regard-
ing land use, it is important to keep this philosophy in mind.

Stewardship staff work with land protection staff in initial whole place 
planning efforts and as easements are developed, especially on properties 
where MCHT will hold an interest. Once an easement or fee property is 
acquired, stewardship steps in to continue the work. Stewardship coordi-
nates with all other departments as it works with landowners, communities 
and other organizations to manage MCHT lands.

Jane Arbuckle of MCHT explains that the Stewardship Philosophy informs 
fundamental decisions about easement management. For example, when a question 
about public access to an easement property arises, the philosophy guides steward-
ship staff in considering how ecological values are protected before providing for 
compatible public use. If natural resources, such as bald eagle habitat, would be 
harmed by public use of trails on an easement property, then MCHT may decide to 
close the trails to prevent compromising ecological values. Having the Stewardship 
Philosophy in place makes it easier to reach and explain these decisions. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Why do you think the Maine Coast Heritage Trust takes an inclusive 
approach to stewardship, involving different perspectives both within and 
outside of the organization? 

2. What do you think were the issues facing this land trust that resulted in a 
decision to establish a separate Stewardship Policy Committee to develop 
polices and review practices?

3. What are the benefits of establishing such a separate committee? 

C A S E  S T U D Y



Conservation Easement Stewardship and Capacity: An Overview 31

Guidance

1. Stewardship can be, and often was, an afterthought for land 
trusts during their early years. The consequences of viewing 
stewardship as an afterthought can be insufficient or miss-
ing baseline documentation reports, inadequate funding and 
unenforceable easement terms. As the land trust community 
matures, it is becoming more cognizant of the correlation 
between easement drafting and easement stewardship. Today, 
many land trusts acknowledge this correlation and are shift-
ing their focus to stewardship demands early on in the project 
planning process. Furthermore, to be effective stewards of the 
land, many land trusts also realize that they need to involve the 
community in their efforts, both in fostering a land ethic and 
in building organizational capacity to achieve their conserva-
tion goals. 
 From its beginning, MCHT was aware of the need for stew-
ardship and consequently did not take any interests in property 
for some time. Even when the organization began to acquire 
easements, it proceeded with caution. Its land protection staff 
was actively involved in stewardship and regular easement 
monitoring was a well-established program from the start.

2. Land trusts often experience a “growth spurt,” during which 
land protection activities (easements and/or fee acquisitions) 
will increase noticeably within a relatively short period of 
time. Sometimes this growth happens so fast that a land trust 
only realizes after the fact that the stewardship component 
of its work has not kept up. Often this situation results from 
prioritizing new projects over capacity building. Some land 
trusts may take a band-aid approach to alleviate staffing issues 
temporarily, but this tactic is ineffective over the long term 
if projects continue to accumulate at a fast pace without the 
necessary resources. Land trusts need to make stewardship a 
priority and ensure that it is considered in all aspects of their 
work.  
 For some older land trusts, the lack of policies, incomplete 
baseline reports and inadequate stewardship funds signify the 
collective lack of experience with private land conservation at 

Land ethic: A perspective on envi-
ronmental ethics first championed 
by Aldo Leopold in his book A Sand 
County Almanac. Leopold argued 
that the next step in the evolution 
of ethics is the expansion of ethics 
to include nonhuman members of 
the biotic community, collectively 
referred to as “the land.”

C A S E  S T U D Y
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the time these organizations began holding easements. This particular case 
study demonstrates that MCHT, on the other hand, recognized the impor-
tance of stewardship early on and took proactive steps along the way. In 
fact, MCHT created the Stewardship Policy Committee in part to empha-
size the significance of stewardship and to raise its profile in the organiza-
tion. In general, the land trust community overall has become more aware 
of the range of stewardship issues and the necessity for considering both 
short-term and long-term capacity to address these challenges.

3. As a land trust matures and stewardship becomes a larger component of 
its activities, a separate board committee can focus exclusively on steward-
ship matters. Establishing such a board committee creates more visibility 
for stewardship and helps it escape from its position in the backseat behind 
other land trust business, such as new acquisition projects. A stewardship 
committee can be both a voice for the importance of stewardship and a 
place to develop appropriate policies and procedures and advocate for fund-
ing. In addition, the stewardship committee can help steer the ongoing 
business of stewardship, prioritize tasks and issues, and address problems as 
they occur.

C A S E  S T U D Y
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Conclusion 

Experienced land trusts know that written statements presenting 
their philosophy or guiding principles, policies and procedures are key 
communication tools. This situation is especially true for easement 
stewardship, which, in many organizations, may have suffered low 
visibility relative to new land protection projects. Written statements 
regarding easement stewardship can:

Communicate stewardship’s importance to audiences both •	

within and outside the land trust 
Help staff, board and volunteers work under common prin-•	

ciples toward shared goals
Help membership and the general public understand easement •	

stewardship goals and operations
Demonstrate the land trust’s commitment to easement •	

stewardship
Create “institutional memory” to ensure that the land trust is •	

consistent in its actions over time

Each land trust’s philosophy, policies and procedures must be tailored 
as appropriate to the organization and scaled according to organi-
zational capacity. As a land trust grows or modifies its focus, it may 
need to modify the way it meets its easement stewardship obliga-
tions. A land trust may use the sample stewardship principles, policies 
and procedures provided at the end of this and following chapters to 
inform its own similar documents. In addition, a land trust may use the 
monitoring policy template found on page 246 in chapter 4 to design 
or update its overall stewardship documents. The following chapters 
will discuss in greater detail the elements of landowner contact, base-
line documentation and monitoring that are addressed in these writ-
ten documents.
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Sample Documents 

Conservation Stewardship Program Philosophy, Outcomes and 
Principles, Vermont Land Trust (page 35)
This land trust has clearly articulated its stewardship philosophy/guid-
ing principles and identified how these principles will be implemented.  
As of 2007, VLT holds 1,503 easements totaling 386,293 acres and 
has a stewardship staff of 10.

Conservation Easement Stewardship Program Overview, 
Minnesota Land Trust (page 37)
This land trust has defined its stewardship philosophy. The overview 
document identifies the key components of the organization’s stew-
ardship program and discusses its practices. As of 2007, the Minnesota 
Land Trust holds over 340 easements protecting more than 30,000 acres 
of land and more than 500,000 feet of shoreline. They have five full-
time and three part-time staff who have stewardship responsibilities.

Model Conservation Easement Costs Spreadsheet, Colorado Open 
Lands (page 45)
This document, including an explanation of the spreadsheet, details 
the factors one land trust considers when calculating its long-term 
stewardship costs. Land trusts should review their specific stewardship 
program to identify appropriate assumptions and methods of calcula-
tions for their long-term needs. As of 2007, Colorado Open Lands 
holds 194 easements on 165,616  acres with a staff of three.
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Vermont Land Trust Conservation Stewardship Program  
Philosophy, Outcomes & Principles 

Vermont Land Trust believes that good relationships with landowners not enforcement is the 
best immediate and long-term method to guarantee that the integrity of conservation easements 
are preserved.  To that end, the goal of the Conservation Stewardship Program is to build 
relations with owners of conserved land.  The outcomes of the Conservation Stewardship 
Program are best described in terms of how we want conserved landowners and communities to 
experience us.  From their perspective we want to be viewed as: accessible, efficient, and 
trustworthy.  As a result of holding this view, we hope owners of conserved land will understand 
their conservation easement, feel part of a land conservation community, and act as ambassadors 
of conservation.  In addition, we have an obligation to explain to landowners that the 
conservation easement is a binding legal document that limits how their land is used. We will do 
our best to accommodate landowner needs, however, there will be some requests that we cannot 
approve.

To achieve these outcomes, our program is designed to: 
1. work with landowners to ensure that the purposes of the conservation easements are achieved 
2. establish good relationships with owners of conserved land and serve as a source of valuable 

information to landowners 
3. provide timely, responsive service particularly as it relates to review and approval of 

landowner requests 
4. ensure that violations do not occur or if they do they are voluntarily corrected 

Our actions and decisions are guided by the following principles: 
1. How we operate is visible.  The policies, procedures and guidelines that govern our decisions 

are written and available. 
2. Our focus is on protecting the resource values stated in the conservation easement. 
3. We act in service to landowners.  Even though providing amendments and approvals is a 

significant part of our work, we wish to act as partners in problem solving and not be seen as 
just a source of approvals. 

4. Issues and problems are resolved through collaboration to the greatest extent possible.  Our 
goal is to maximize landowner choice and control.  We wish to be seen as a source of 
information and solutions not just a source of approvals or enforcement.  

5. Our interactions are based on positive assumptions about landowners: that their actions are in 
good faith and that landowners have the most knowledge of their property.  Unless proven 
otherwise, these assumptions inform all of our interactions and decisions. 

6. Our interactions and decisions are proportional to the resource value. 
7. We seek solutions that are the simplest available so that landowner needs are met with a 

minimum of bureaucratic red tape and conditions while still protecting the resource values 
explicit in the conservation easement.  We understand that over time what is currently 
understood to be a best management practice will change.  As a result, the consistent 
application of principals is balanced with flexibility and individual treatment.  Consistency in 
and of itself is not a goal, rather precedence only serves as a starting point.

8. We use our and the landowner’s time and resources efficiently.   
9. We seek to avoid being seen as an entity to be dealt with, or adversarial in our interactions. 

VLT Stewardship Principles
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Philosophy, Outcomes & Principles 
Page 2 

10.  If the landowner is not prepared to resolve issues that arise cooperatively, then we will 
explore all other alternatives in order to preserve the resource values of the conservation 
easement. 

Implications of these principles: 
1. For Stewardship staffing:  We cannot be experts in all aspects of resource management.  

Therefore, our education efforts are related to conservation easements not land management. 
In our clearinghouse function our emphasis is on resource referral, not direct technical 
assistance. 

2. For our conservation partners:  VLT has a variety of conservation partners.  Vermont 
Housing and Conservation Board and the Vermont Agency of Agriculture, Food and Markets 
are the two partners with whom we co-hold many conservation easements.  We recognize 
that our partners may have different values and philosophy that may result in different 
decisions about requests from landowners.  We work diligently to keep the effects of these 
differences from resulting in divergent treatment of similarly situated landowners based 
merely on who funded the purchase of their conservation easement.     

3. For systems and work design: Stewardship is downstream of much of our work.  Internally, 
feedback from Stewardship helps inform Field Team, CCC, and Development and 
Communications decision making.  Our database of completed work is both a tool to help 
carry out our stewardship work, inform organizational decision making, and to help “tell our 
story.”

4. For communications: The existence of the Conservation Stewardship Program is one of the 
ways we establish and increase the credibility of our conservation work.  To that end, we 
seek to include the stewardship message in appropriate organizational communications with 
an appropriate level of emphasis.  The stewardship message and the conservation message 
are not discrete.  Our best messages include how the two relate.   

5. For the long-term: Our work exists in perpetuity.  We do not and cannot fully comprehend 
the task of our successors.  We are open, therefore, to new methods and practices to help 
develop and share what we believe to be a best practice.

Last revised November 2003 

VLT Stewardship Principles
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January 2006 

Minnesota Land Trust 
Conservation Easement Stewardship Program Overview 

Stewardship:  Working in partnership with landowners and the communities in which their 
lands are located to preserve the conservation values of those lands protected by Minnesota Land 
Trust conservation easements. 

Conservation easements are forever.  With each easement, the Minnesota Land Trust accepts 
responsibility to protect that land and its conservation values into the future.

Conservation easements are difficult to draft with perpetuity in mind.  But it is even more 
difficult to make sure that the original purpose of each easement is carried out long after the 
excitement of completing the transaction has faded: 

The Minnesota Land Trust is not the landowner or the land manager.  We share 
responsibility for the land with others.
Ownership of the property will change. 
The Minnesota Land Trust and its staff will change. 
The land and surrounding landscape will inevitably change over time. 
Goals and interests of the landowner and the Minnesota Land Trust may diverge. 
Private benefits from the initial transaction may dissipate over time. 
Community support for conservation and conservation easements may change. 
The ultimate tool available to any land trust to enforce the terms of an easement—
litigation—is costly, time-consuming and often unpredictable. 

Stewardship in the Minnesota Land Trust is that portion of our program designed to make sure 
that we do meet our responsibility for each conservation easement over time--in light of and in 
spite of these difficulties.  The following generally describes our stewardship program. 

- 1 - 

Minnesota Land Trust Stewardship Program Overview
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Goals:
The ultimate responsibility of the Minnesota Land Trust’s conservation easement stewardship 
program is to preserve the conservation values associated with each property protected by an 
easement.  Therefore, the Minnesota Land Trust is prepared to legally defend and enforce its 
easements when necessary. 

Legal enforcement, however, is a remedy of last resort.  And although it may be necessary in 
certain circumstances, as noted above it is also costly, time-consuming and does not include 
guaranteed results.

To meet our ultimate obligations effectively with all of the above issues in mind, the goals of the 
Minnesota Land Trust's stewardship program are to: 

Encourage voluntary compliance with the terms of our conservation easements 
whenever possible. 
Establish and maintain good relationships with our landowners. 
Establish and maintain good relationships with the communities in which our 
easements are located. 
Provide professional, timely responses and service to our landowners.  The Minnesota 
Land Trust recognizes that it cannot be successful without working in cooperation 
with the many landowners dedicated to protecting their lands through conservation 
easements.  The Land Trust respects the commitment made by these landowners and 
is dedicated to working with them in a respectful and professional manner. 
Document the condition of lands protected by each easement at the time the easement 
is completed and monitor that condition over time. 
Maintain accurate records. 
Be efficient and effective with the use of our funds in supporting our stewardship 
activities. 

Components of a Stewardship Program:
Stewardship in the Minnesota Land Trust starts with a well-drafted conservation easement.  
Many future problems can be eliminated if the easement itself is drafted with long-term 
stewardship issues in mind. 

That being said, there are a number of specific components to the Minnesota Land Trust's 
stewardship program.  These include: 

creating the baseline property report
easement administration
monitoring
landowner relations
community relations and finally
easement enforcement and defense

- 2 - 
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Aspects of each component of the stewardship program meet various goals.  Activities are often 
interrelated and not confined to one programmatic area.  Major aspects of each area are 
discussed below. 

Baseline Property Reports:
Required by IRS regulations whenever a landowner reserves rights which, if exercised, might 
interfere with the conservation purposes of the easement, a baseline property report documents 
the physical and biological condition of a parcel of land subject to an easement at the time the 
easement is granted.  It is the background information against which the property is monitored 
and evaluated over time to determine if there has been a violation of the terms of the easement.  

In the event of a controversy between the landowner and the Land Trust, the property report can 
be used as a basis for resolving the dispute. The report can also be used to help educate a 
landowner about the property's natural features and conservation values.

A baseline property report will be created for every conservation easement held by the 
Minnesota Land Trust.  The property report should be completed as close as possible to the time 
the easement is completed.  In many instances, however, it may take some time to collect the 
information needed and complete the report.  Much of the information needed to complete a 
property report will have been gathered earlier as a basis for determining whether to complete an 
easement.  If not, the information on the property will be collected at the time the property report 
is put together. 

All property reports will contain: 

A descriptive overview of the property covering vegetation and improvements. 
Maps.
Photographs.

Each property report will be signed by the landowner conveying the easement and the Minnesota 
Land Trust attesting to the fact that the report reflects the condition of the property at the time the 
easement was completed. 

Property reports will be updated as necessary to reflect changes to the property from the exercise 
of reserved rights, any amendments to the easement or other factors which reflect major changes 
to the condition of the property.  Every five years, the staff will closely examine each property 
report to make sure that it is adequate and up to date. 

More details regarding property reports are set out in the baseline property report guidelines. 

A monitoring workbook, based upon the property report, will also be created at the time the 
property report is created.  While the property report captures the condition of the property at the 
time the easement was conveyed, the monitoring workbook will be used to trace the history of 
the property over time.   

- 3 - 
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More information on monitoring workbooks is set out below.  Monitoring workbooks are also 
discussed in the property report guidelines. 

Easement Administration:
Administrative tasks associated with conservation easements include routine requests for 
information or interpretation about a particular easement, formal requests for approval from the 
Minnesota Land Trust for certain activities specified in the easement as requiring Trust approval 
(e.g. building locations, forestry management plans, etc.) and amendments to the easement itself.   

Most easement administration can be handled by staff, with Board of Directors involvement 
when required.  However, it will occasionally be necessary for staff to obtain the advice or 
assistance of outside experts.  The Minnesota Land Trust will obtain information and opinions 
from others as needed to make sure that the organization has all the data needed to make an 
informed decision regarding any aspect of administering or managing a conservation easement. 

Requests for information:
The conservation staff person most familiar with the project routinely handles requests for 
information about an easement or about monitoring or similar matters.  Interpretations of 
ambiguous or confusing language require review by legal staff.   

All interpretations are set out in writing to avoid later misunderstandings.  The most appropriate 
staff person depending upon the situation will sign interpretations.  Questions about who should 
issue the interpretation should be addressed to the Executive Director 

Formal approvals:
Easements often allow certain activities to take place only with the written approval of the Land 
Trust.  This allows for flexibility and limited accommodation to deal with unknown future 
conditions.

Formal approvals require an initial written request with appropriate supporting information from 
the landowner and must be approved by the Executive Director of the Land Trust.

All requests are initially reviewed by the conservation staff person responsible for the project to 
make sure that any approvals are consistent with the conservation purpose of the easement and 
will not adversely impact the conservation values of the land.  Staff are encouraged to visit the 
site and make any independent inquiries necessary before making a recommendation on an 
approval.

Requests for approvals are also reviewed by legal staff to make sure any approval is in technical 
compliance with the terms of the easement.  Recommendations to grant an approval request are 
forwarded to the Executive Director for final review and approval.

All approvals will be given to a landowner in writing, generally signed by the Executive 
Director.

Requests for approvals, and actions taken, will be tracked and periodically reported to the Board. 
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Property reports and monitoring workbooks will also be updated or amended as needed to reflect 
the approval. 

Amendments:
Amendments to conservation easements are less common and more serious but may be necessary 
in a number of situations.   

Technical amendments may be necessary to correct an error or ambiguity in an easement.  This 
might include a correction to a legal description or map, inclusion of language unintentionally 
omitted, or clarification of ambiguous language needed to avoid future problems over 
interpretation. 

Other requests for amendments involve changing the terms or restrictions of an easement.  These 
requests may have more serious implications for the land and its conservation values and may 
raise a number of financial and tax issues. 

It is the policy of the Minnesota Land Trust to hold and enforce its conservation easements as 
written.  Therefore, amendments are permitted only in exceptional circumstances.  All 
amendment requests require legal review as well as review and evaluation by the conservation 
staff member responsible for the project.  A site visit will often be necessary.

In appropriate circumstances, efforts should be made to contact the principal parties of the 
original transaction including the landowner, any government agency involved with the 
transaction and major supporters of the project.

All amendments require approval by the Executive Director. Technical amendments may be 
completed based upon the Executive Director's approval.  All amendments that change any 
substantive terms or restrictions of an easement also require approval by the Board. 

Following an amendment, the property report and monitoring workbook for the property will be 
amended or updated as needed.  Requests for amendments, and actions taken, will be tracked and 
periodically reported to the Board. 

See also the Minnesota Land Trust's policy on amending conservation easements. 

Monitoring:
Monitoring is the core component of any conservation easement stewardship program.  It helps 
build relationships with landowners, allows the Land Trust to discover any problems, provides 
an opportunity to document changes in the property or its ownership, and is critical for the Land 
Trust to meet its legal obligations. 

Monitoring plans:
The Land Trust will create a monitoring plan for each property on which it holds a conservation 
easement.  These plans will be based on terms of the conservation easement itself and on the 
property report created to document the condition of the property at the time the easement was 
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completed.  The monitoring plan will suggest how and when the property should be monitored 
and identify those areas of particular concern or requiring special attention.

A monitoring plan will generally include a monitoring map to assist in monitoring.   

Conditions on the property may change over time and monitoring plans will need to be updated 
to reflect these changes. 

A monitoring plan should be accompanied by a monitoring map to help the monitor in viewing 
the property and noting any problems or areas of interest. 

Monitoring workbooks:
A monitoring workbook will be maintained on each protected property.  NOTE:  While a 
property report will be created for each easement, for ease of monitoring a monitoring workbook 
might cover more than one easement or only part of the land covered by an easement.  For 
example, land at a site may have been protected overtime by the same owner with separate 
easements.  Each easement will have a property report but might be covered by a single 
monitoring plan and workbook.  Or a property that has been subdivided might be covered by a 
single official property report but two separate monitoring plans and workbooks. 

Unlike a property report that is intended to capture a “moment in time,” the monitoring 
workbook will be a dynamic tool tracking changes in the condition and ownership of the 
property.  The monitoring workbook will include:  

Current ownership, contact information and directions to the property. 
Copy of the property report including maps and photographs. 
Monitoring plan for the property, with monitoring map.  
Past monitoring reports. 
Copy of the conservation easement (and in some instances a summary of its 
terms.)
Copies of any amendments, approvals or interpretations of the easement.

The workbook will also include a summary of Minnesota Land Trust monitoring procedures and 
a current monitoring report form. 

Monitoring workbooks will be kept in the Minnesota Land Trust office or in the appropriate 
regional office and will be updated as needed and distributed to monitors before each monitoring 
season.

Because monitoring workbooks are used in the field, all documents included should be copies 
rather than originals. 

Timing of monitoring visits:
It is the goal of the Minnesota Land Trust to monitor each property annually or more often if 
needed such as at time of construction, amendment of the easement, or approval of the exercise 
of a reserved right.  Circumstances preventing an annual monitoring visit will be documented.
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Monitors:
The Land Trust uses both staff and volunteers to monitor protected property.  All volunteers will 
be asked to complete a certification program.  

Assignments of monitors:
Regional Conservation Directors, in coordination with the conservation programs assistant, will 
make monitoring assignments for properties in their region.  Efforts will be made to use the same 
monitor for a property for several years.  However, at least once every 5 years a staff member 
will visit each property.  Volunteers will not be asked to monitor particularly difficult or 
troublesome easements. 

Landowner Relations:
The Minnesota Land Trust will be most successful if landowners voluntarily comply with the 
terms of the easements protecting theirs lands.  Therefore, the Land Trust views its relationship 
with landowners as a partnership.  To support this partnership, the Land Trust will: 

Send each landowner a completed easement packet that will include a copy of the 
recorded easement and information on monitoring and other matters of concern to 
most landowners regarding their conservation easement. 
Properly thank each landowner for their contribution through a letter from the 
Executive Director and an appropriate acknowledgment gift. 
Provide each landowner with signs that note the protected status of their property. 
Provide each landowner with an honorary life membership in the Minnesota Land 
Trust.
Ask each landowner if the Minnesota Land Trust may publicize their conservation 
easement.   
Ask each landowner if they might be willing to provide a testimonial regarding their 
project or serve as a reference for other landowners. 
Hold an annual landowner appreciation event. 
Distribute an annual landowner newsletter. 
Following the transfer of ownership, make sure that all new landowners receive a 
personal visit from staff, a copy of the property report, a complimentary membership 
and an easement packet. 

From time to time, the Minnesota Land Trust will also ask landowners to evaluate their 
experience in working with the Land Trust.

Community Relations:
Conservation of private lands will be successful if the communities in which these lands are 
located recognize and value the role of private land conservation in creating a livable 
community.

The Minnesota Land Trust will work with local communities by: 
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Hosting appropriate events to educate a community about conservation easements 
and activities in the area. 
Working with local media.  
Identifying and working with selected audiences such as realtors, local government 
officials, neighbors, or homeowners associations. 

Violations and Easement Defense:
In the end, the Minnesota Land Trust must be prepared to correct violations of easement terms.  
Each suspected violation requires an individualized approach.  Whenever possible, the Land 
Trust will work with the landowner to have the landowner correct the situation without further 
action.

Any judicial action taken by the Minnesota Land Trust requires approval by the Board of 
Directors.  

Volunteers:
Volunteers play a critical role in the Minnesota Land Trust’s stewardship program.  They are 
able to extend the Minnesota Land Trust's presence into local communities throughout the state 
and personally work with landowners when staff might not otherwise be able to do so.  
Volunteers should be provided with adequate resources and training to fulfill their roles and be 
treated professionally and respectfully as they carry out their responsibilities. 

The Minnesota Land Trust has created a certified volunteer monitoring program.  This program 
includes a training component for all monitors.  Training sessions for new and returning 
volunteers will be held at least annually in one or more locations across the state.  

An overview of the program, the job description for volunteer monitors and an overview of 
monitoring for volunteers are set out in the volunteer monitoring guide. 

The Land Trust will keep records of all certified volunteers.  NOTE:  The Minnesota Land Trust 
does maintain limited insurance to cover a volunteer's accident or injury while monitoring.  And 
as representatives of the Land Trust, volunteer monitors are covered by the Land Trust's general 
liability insurance while conducting official Land Trust business.
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Explanation of Spreadsheet 
Last Updated 2/13/04

Calculating the Stewardship Endowment 

Introduction  

The Model CE Costs Spreadsheet has been created by Colorado Open Lands to calculate our 
Stewardship Endowment for each conservation easement.  COL uses this spreadsheet to justify 
the suggested donation.  This worksheet is organized into four parts.  Part A, the assumptions, is 
the hard part.  Most cells should be changed to reflect the specific conservation easement.  Once 
the assumptions have been entered for the particular property, the numbers are automatically 
calculated in Parts B (formulas), C (Annual Expenses), and D (Endowments Needed to Fund 
Annual Expenses).  Each formula in parts B, C, and D list the assumptions that are used for each 
calculation.  As a result, the estimate of the annual monitoring costs and the size of the 
endowment needed both to produce the income to fund those costs and to maintain funds in the 
endowment in order to keep pace with inflation is calculated. 

Basic Premise

The key to this worksheet is that each land trust has either full or part time staffing and an office.  
Even if a land trust does not have staff or an office now, it may in the future.  If, in the 
unfortunate case, the land trust does not continue, the easement will be transferred to another 
land trust that may have staff and an office.  Therefore, estimate the costs of monitoring an 
easement by including the staff and overhead costs. 

The Assumptions 

The assumptions are the basis for calculating the stewardship endowment.  Some of the 
assumptions are very straightforward, such as annual salary, reimbursement per mile, and hours 
worked per year.  Some involve some experience and additional calculations, such as staff hours 
to complete post-monitoring record keeping and the overhead per staff member per hour. 

Other assumptions can be more complicated.  For example, calculating the costs of approving a 
reserved right or the chances that there will be a potential violation can be done.  These events 
occur infrequently, but they do happen and each land trust needs to budget for them.  It is easy to 
see that the Stewardship Endowment needs to produce a steady income stream to pay for 
monitoring costs and to account for the effects of inflation.  But, if a reserved right costing $300 
is exercised in 2004, the Endowment cannot be expected to produce $300 additional in that one 
year alone.  Therefore, it is necessary to take a few extra steps to calculate additional costs. 

Risk Analysis

In risk analysis, two things are calculated:  the cost of the event and the likelihood the event will 
happen.  For example, a car insurance company will determine from a driver’s age, gender, and 
driving record how often the driver is likely to total a car and what replacing the car will cost.  
Dividing the cost of replacing the car by the estimated frequency of the accident, they add a 
specific amount to each premium that, over time, will reimburse the company for the costs of 
replacing your car. 

COL Model Conservation Easement Costs Spreadsheet



Conservation Easement Stewardship46

Explanation of Spreadsheet 
Last Updated 2/13/04

The same concept applies to conservation easements.  For example, what is the estimated cost of 
approving a reserved right and how often will the land trust have to do this?  Assume that it costs 
$300 in staff and travel time to approve a reserved right and this event is estimated to occur once 
in 20 years.  For this example, divide $300 by 20 years.  Each year, the Endowment needs to 
produce $15 extra to compensate the land trust for the time and effort expended when that event 
occurs.  When a land trust has enough easements, like the car insurance company with enough 
automobile insurance policies, the revenues generated from the endowment will average out, 
because not all easements are likely to need special, time-consuming attention at the same time. 

Summary

The Model CE Costs Spreadsheet provides a consistent way to calculate endowment needs.  It is 
tailored to each individual conservation easement and provides justification for a donation 
request.  It should be updated annually for the CPI and 30-year T-bill interest rates (see 
“Updating the CPI and 30 Year T-bill Interest Rate”).  These numbers do not come out until 
April or May; however, the numbers do not vary too much from year to year so the lag time in 
updating the spreadsheet should not make a significant difference.  The spreadsheet will help 
calculate the needs of the Stewardship Endowment to ensure a stable conservation easement 
stewardship and legal defense program over the long term. 
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Updating the CPI and 30 Year T-bill Interest Rate 
Last Updated 2/13/04 

Updating the CPI and 30 Year T-bill Interest Rate 

At the end of the Endowment Formula, several items need to be updated annually.  The 
appropriate time to do this is in late April when the federal government has had a chance to 
publish the needed numbers.  Note: when there is mention of the ‘previous’ year, it refers to the 
last year not the current year.  In other words, if you working on this in April 2001, you want to 
find the numbers for the year 2000 to plug into the formula.  The following outlines what 
sections of the formula need to be changed and how to change them. 

Commentary Section 

The first year in the “Year” column should be the changed to the current year.  All the 
subsequent years will automatically change when you hit enter. 

Investment Analysis Section 

Step 1: Go to the end of the “Year” column and add in a new row, labeling it the previous year.

Step 2: Change all the formulas in the row called “Average” to include the newly added row. 

Step 3: Change all the formulas in the row called “Average” to drop the very first row.  What you 
are doing is maintaining the 20 year average by adding the previous year (e.g. adding 2001 just 
after 2000) and dropping the first year in the table (e.g. dropping 1980) in the formula. 

Step 4: Add the numbers for the previous year into the new row.  You will need to get the 
average 30-year Treasury Bond rate of return and the average inflation rate for the previous year.
See the directions below to determine these numbers. 

Step 5: Remove the first row in the table (e.g. delete 1980 so that the table starts with 1981). 

Step 6: At the bottom of this table note the source of the data and when it was gathered. 

Average 30-year Treasury Bond rate of return (discontinued in 2002, use 20-year) 

Type:   www.federalreserve.gov/releases/h15/data.htm

Scroll down: Selected Interest Rates / Historical Data/Instruments / U.S. Government Securities 
/ Treasury constant maturities 30-year / (30-year historical) 

Click:  Annual 

See: tcm30y  (look down the column to find the most recent year and always check to 
see if the last year is still listed as the same as COL’s spreadsheet – sometimes 
they update this number) 

Final Number: Plug this number into the ‘previous’ year spot in the column listed as 30 Yr US 
Treasury Bond Yield in the Investment Analysis section (section 1). 
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Updating the CPI and 30 Year T-bill Interest Rate 
Last Updated 2/13/04 

Average Inflation Rate 

Open:  Excel 

Retrieve:  Excel document ‘CPI data from BLS Statistics’ 

Go online: http://stats.bls.gov

Click:  Inflation and Consumer Spending 

Click: Consumer Price Index 

Click: Get Detailed CPI Statistics  

Click: All Urban Consumers (Current Series) (located under Most Requested Statistics) 

Check box: U.S. All items 1982-84=100 

Click on: Retrieve Data.  A table will come up that shows the CPI for the last 10 years. 

Copy: The number in the Annual column for the year you are adding. 

Paste into: Excel spreadsheet “CPI data from BLS Statistics” in the appropriate box. 

Formula: The formula should automatically calculate the CPI for last full year.

Final Number: Plug that number into the previous year spot in the column “Consumer Price 
Index Urban Consumers” in the Investment Analysis section in the Model CE 
Cost Spreadsheet. 
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CPI from BLS Statistics

Bureau of Labor Statistics
Series Id: CUUR0000SAO
Not seasonally adjusted
Area US City Average
Item: All items
Base Period: 1982-84=100

2 decimals 1 decimal
Year % change % change

1993 144.5
1994 148.2 2.56% 2.6%
1995 152.4 2.83% 2.8%
1996 156.9 2.95% 3.0%
1997 160.5 2.29% 2.3%
1998 163.0 1.56% 1.6%
1999 166.1 1.90% 1.9%
2000 172.2 3.67% 3.7%
2001 177.1 2.85% 2.8%
2002 179.9 1.58% 1.6%
2003 184.0 2.28% 2.3%
2004 188.9 2.66% 2.7%
2005 195.3 3.39% 3.4%
2006 201.6 3.23% 3.2%

CPI Statistics
Last Updated 2/10/04
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A. Assumptions

Commentary: The numbers in Section A are designed specifically for this easement specifically
and are called the Assumptions.  These assumptions are estimates drawn from experience.

1. Staff and Overhead Costs

Annual salary (single parent, two children) $50,000.00
Hours worked per year (50 wks x 40 hrs/wk less 7 holidays x 8 hrs/day) 1,944
Salary per hour (annual salary / hours worked per year) $25.720
Overhead / staff member / hour (benefits, rent, typing, phone, computer) $5.658

2. Travel Costs for a Site Visit

Reimbursement per mile (as of 01.01.07 per IRS) $0.505
Average miles for a round trip (office to property and return) 100
Average vehicular speed for entire trip 45
Reimbursable travel expenses (lodging, parking, airplane flyover) $0.00

3. Monitoring Costs

Hard costs
Film purchase and developing costs (digital photos) $2.80
Cost of annual supplies $3.00
Average long distance telephone costs/year $1.00

Staff time for Monitoring
Average pre-monitoring time 0.5
Average time spent monitoring 2.1
Average post-monitoring time 2.1

4. Frequency of Exercise of Reserved Rights, Management Plan updates etc.

How often will reserved rights etc. be exercised in a 20 year period? 1
Therefore the likelihood of exercise of reserved right etc. in any
one year is: 5%

Average staff hours needed for exercise of reserved rights etc. per time 5
Number of site visits required to review change per time 1

5. Annual Landowner Relations

Staff time needed for annual landowner relations 1
Likely hard costs per landowner per year (e.g. newsletter, postage, etc.) $5.00

[Name of] Conservation Easement

Colorado Open Lands
Worksheet Calculating the Costs of Stewardship and Defense of a Conservation Easement

and the Endowment Needed to Support it

Line numbers and column letters have been left in to aid in tracking the formulas if desired.

Name of Land Trust

Model CE Costs Spreadsheet
Last Updated 1/17/04 Page 1 of 6 3/27/2008
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[Name of] Conservation Easement

6. Easement Violations

Negotiations prior to obtaining counsel
How often will negotiations be anticipated in a 20 year period? 1

Therefore likelihood of negotiations in a 20 year period is: 5%
Average staff hours needed for negotiations to head off violation 20
Number of site visits required to head off (stop) a violation 1

7. Costs of defending an easement
Commentary: These numbers are estimates.  See Section E. below for explanation.

Staff time needed to defend an easement 60
Costs of obtaining legal counsel $40,000.00
Additional costs (e.g. expert witnesses etc.) $5,000.00

8. Endowment Assumptions
Commentary:  The derivation of these numbers is shown on the last page of this spreadsheet.

Average 30 year Treasury Bond rate of return 6.62%
Average inflation rate 3.10%

Therefore the Treasury Bond rate less the  inflation rate is: 3.52%

B. Formulas

Commentary :  The following computations are used to calculate the overall expenses for certain rates or 
activities used in the final calculation.  Assumptions from Section A above are used in the formulas.

1. Hourly staff rate (including overhead)

Salary costs per hour 25.720
Overhead costs per staff member per hour 5.658

Total: Hourly staff rate 31.379

2. Travel Costs for Each Site Visit
Commentary:   Only those costs associated with travelling to and from an easement have been
calculated here.

Mileage reimbursement: mileage x reimbursement rate $50.50
Staff costs for travel time:
   hourly staff rate x (mileage divided by average vehicular speed) $69.730
Reimbursable travel expenses $0.00

Total: Travel Costs for Each Site Visit $120.23

Name of Land Trust

Model CE Costs Spreadsheet
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[Name of] Conservation Easement

C. Annual Expenses

Commentary:   The following summary of expenses adds up to the annual cost of monitoring
an easement based on the assumptions and formulas above.  Please refer back to the
assumptions in Section A or the formulas in Section B above for clarification.

1. Annual Monitoring Expenses

Pre-monitoring staff costs: hourly staff rate x staff time needed $15.38
Monitoring staff costs: hourly staff rate x staff time needed $64.33
Monitoring: hard costs $6.80
Post-monitoring staff costs: hourly staff rate x staff time needed $65.90
Travel costs for each site visit (see formula #2 above) $120.23

Total Annual Monitoring Expenses $272.63

2. Annual Landowner Relations Costs

Costs of staff time: hourly staff rate x hours needed $31.38
Costs of supplies $5.00

Total Annual Landowner Relations Costs $36.38

3. Per Year Cost of Exercise of Reserved Rights

Staff costs: hourly staff rate x hours needed $156.89
Travel costs for each site visit (see formula #2 above) $120.23

Costs of exercise of reserved right every 20 years $277.12
x percentage likelihood of right being exercised within 20 years) 5%
Total: Per year cost of exercise of reserved right $13.86

4. Per Year Cost of Negotiations Over Violations: 

Staff costs:  hourly staff rate x hours needed $627.57
Travel costs for each site visit (see formula #2 above) $120.23

Cost of one negotiations over violations ever 20 years $747.80
x percentage likelihood of negotiations within 20 years 5%

Total: Per year cost of negotiations $37.39

Total Annual Expenses $360.25

Name of Land Trust

Model CE Costs Spreadsheet
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[Name of] Conservation Easement

D. Endowment Needed to Fund Annual Expenses

Commentary: The following calucation gives the size of the endowment necessary to spin off enough 
interest to:

a. pay for the annual monitoring costs
b. reinvest sufficient monies so the endowment will grow sufficiently  to compensate for the effects
of inflation.

Assume that a secure investment will produce 9.4% in interest each year.  In this example, you only need
4.0% interest to fund your monitoring program.  The remaining 5.2% interest will be plowed back into
your investments in order to compensate for the historical effects of inflation.  See attached page for
illustration.

Total Annual Costs (see above) $360.25
divided by the difference between Treasury Bond rate

and the interest rate (see assumption above where 4.0% = .040) 0.035
Total: Endowment Needed $10,229.61

E. Costs of Defending an Easement

Commentary:   The better the relationship between the landowner and the land trust, the less likely the
two parties will ever have to go to court.  Each land trust must, however, recognize that even with the best
efforts, sometimes it is necessary to go to court.

From the assumptions it costs almost $50,000 to defend an easement.  To be on the safe side, the land
trust ought to set aside almost $60,000 in the Easement Defense Fund.  If a land trust holds 30 
easements, then $2,000 per easement ought to be set aside to build up the Easement Defense Fund.

Staff time needed to defend an easement x hourly staff rate $1,882.72
Costs of obtaining legal counsel $40,000.00
Additional costs $5,000.00

Total: Cost of Defending an Easement

Maximum Defense Fund $60,000.00
divided by 30 easements 30

Total: Contribution needed to Defend an Easement $2,000.00

F. Total Funds Needed to Accept, Monitor, and Defend the Easement

Total: Stewardship Endowment Needed to Fund Annual Costs $10,229.61
Total: Costs of Defending an Easement $2,000.00

Total: Funds needed to accept, monitor and defend the easement $12,229.61

Name of Land Trust
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[Name of] Conservation Easement

Commentary:
Demonstration that endowment does not diminish with time.

Average 30 year Treasury Bond rate of return: 6.62%
Average inflation rate for a 20 year period: 3.10%
Difference between average Treasury Bond and interest rate 3.52%
Annual payout needed each year $360.25

Total
Annual Annual Annual

Beginning Earned Monitoring Return to Ending
Year Endowmnt Interest Costs Endowmnt Endowmnt
2004 10,230 678 360 317 10,547
2005 10,547 699 371 327 10,874
2006 10,874 720 383 337 11,212
2007 11,212 743 395 348 11,560
2008 11,560 766 407 359 11,918
2009 11,918 790 420 370 12,288
2010 12,288 814 433 381 12,669
2011 12,669 839 446 393 13,062
2012 13,062 865 460 405 13,468
2013 13,468 892 474 418 13,886
2014 13,886 920 489 431 14,316
2015 14,316 948 504 444 14,761
2016 14,761 978 520 458 15,219
2017 15,219 1,008 536 472 15,691
2018 15,691 1,039 553 487 16,178
2019 16,178 1,072 570 502 16,680
2020 16,680 1,105 587 518 17,197
2021 17,197 1,139 606 534 17,731
2022 17,731 1,175 624 550 18,281
2023 18,281 1,211 644 567 18,848
2024 18,848 1,249 664 585 19,433
2025 19,433 1,287 684 603 20,036
2026 20,036 1,327 706 622 20,658
2027 20,658 1,368 727 641 21,299
2028 21,299 1,411 750 661 21,960
2029 21,960 1,455 773 681 22,641
2030 22,641 1,500 797 703 23,344
2031 23,344 1,546 822 724 24,068
2032 24,068 1,594 848 747 24,815
2033 24,815 1,644 874 770 25,585
2034 25,585 1,695 901 794 26,378
2035 26,378 1,747 929 818 27,197
2036 27,197 1,802 958 844 28,041
2037 28,041 1,858 988 870 28,911
2038 28,911 1,915 1,018 897 29,808
2039 29,808 1,975 1,050 925 30,733
2040 30,733 2,036 1,082 954 31,686
2041 28,911 1,915 1,018 897 29,808
2042 29,808 1,975 1,050 925 30,733
2043 30,733 2,036 1,082 954 31,686
2044 31,686 2,099 1,116 983 32,670

Name of Land Trust
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[Name of] Conservation Easement

Investment Return Analysis

30 Yr US Consumer Price Index
Year Treasury Bond Yield Urban Consumers Difference

1987 8.6% 3.7% 4.9%
1988 9.0% 4.1% 4.9%
1989 8.4% 4.8% 3.6%
1990 8.6% 5.4% 3.2%
1991 8.1% 4.2% 3.9%
1992 7.7% 3.0% 4.7%
1993 6.6% 3.0% 3.6%
1994 7.4% 2.6% 4.8%
1995 6.9% 2.8% 4.1%
1996 6.7% 3.0% 3.7%
1997 6.6% 2.3% 4.3%
1998 5.6% 1.6% 4.0%
1999 5.9% 2.2% 3.7%
2000 5.9% 3.4% 2.5%
2001 5.5% 2.8% 2.7%
2002 5.4% 1.6% 3.9%
2003 5.0% 2.3% 2.7%
2004 5.0% 2.7% 2.4%
2005 4.6% 3.4% 1.3%
2006 4.9% 3.2% 1.7%

Average 6.62% 3.10% 3.52%

Sources: Treasury Bond Data: Federal Reserve Board
Consumer Price Index (not seasonally adjusted): Bureau of Labor Statistics

Name of Land Trust
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Additional Resources 

Costs of Negotiating and Managing Conservation Easements 
Determining Stewardship Costs and Raising and Managing Dedicated 
Funds, by Paul Doscher, Brenda Lind, Ellen Sturgis and Chris West 
(Washington, DC: Land Trust Alliance, 2007). 

Creating Conservation Easement Stewardship Programs 
The Conservation Easement Handbook, by Elizabeth Byers and Karin 
Marchetti Ponte (Washington, DC: The Trust for Public Land and 
the Land Trust Alliance, 2005).

The Conservation Easement Stewardship Guide: Designing, Monitoring, 
and Enforcing Easements, by Brenda Lind (Washington, DC: Land 
Trust Alliance, 1991).

Research Reports

Conservation Capacity and Enforcement Capability: A Research Report, 
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Check Your Progress 

Before continuing on to the next chapter, check that you can:

l	Explain the importance of identifying the philosophy or guid-
ing principles that will govern your conservation easement 
stewardship program

l	Describe how this philosophy will be demonstrated in matters 
relating to the conservation easement stewardship program 
and by the land trust as a whole

l	Explain why understanding a land trust’s capacity is impor-
tant in establishing a conservation easement stewardship 
program

l	Describe the importance of having policies and procedures 
in place to ensure the integrity of the easement stewardship 
program





Learning Objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

Explain to others in your land trust why building strong rela-•	

tionships with owners of easement protected properties is the 
foundation of conservation easement stewardship
Explain the techniques and tools used by land trusts to build •	

strong relationships with landowners
Determine if there are properties where the land trust should •	

Chapter Two • Landowner  
Relationships

Practice 11D: Landowner Relationships
The land trust maintains regular contact with owners of easement properties. When possible, 
it provides landowners with information on property management and/or referrals to resource 
managers. The land trust strives to promptly build a positive working relationship with new 
owners of easement property and informs them about the easement’s existence and restrictions 
and the land trust’s stewardship policies and procedures. The land trust establishes and imple-
ments systems to track changes in land ownership.

Landowner contact has always been a part of Land Trust Standards and Practices, but land trusts 
are increasingly realizing that developing strong relationships with landowners is the best way 
to help provide for good stewardship of the land and avoid potential conservation easement 
conflicts. This practice is expanded to address the need to build relationships with existing and 
new owners of easement land and the managers of such land. Landowner relationships should 
ideally extend beyond once-a-year contact during a monitoring visit, and may include newslet-
ters and updates, special workshops or other events. Land trusts may refer landowners to indi-
viduals who can help with the property’s natural resource management. Every land trust should 
have a person (staff or volunteer) assigned to respond to landowner requests or inquiries about 
their easements. 

— From the Background to the 2004 revisions of Land Trust Standards and Practices
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also develop a relationship with the land manager, lessee or 
other party involved with the easement-protected property
Describe how annual monitoring of the conservation easement •	

(described in chapter 4) can be used as one of the ways to build 
strong landowner relationships
Know how to identify and manage a relationship with a land-•	

owner who is also an insider to the organization 
Designate a person in your land trust to respond promptly and •	

knowledgeably to landowner requests for information about his 
or her conservation easement
Evaluate whether your land trust should create more formal •	

means of landowner outreach, including newsletters, events, 
workshops and landowner recognition activities
Evaluate whether assisting the landowner in securing good •	

land management advice (through referrals, workshops and 
other means) will help advance the land trust’s conservation 
and public outreach goals
Create a written description of your land trust’s activities or •	

philosophy with respect to landowner outreach and landowner 
relationships
Have strategies to work with landowners in difficult situations •	

in ways that do the least harm to the relationship with the 
landowner
Choose a way or ways for the land trust to know when an ease-•	

ment property has changed hands
Know when to meet with a new owner of easement-protected •	

land
Develop tools (such as fact sheets) for meeting with new owners •	

of easement protected property to explain the terms of the 
conservation easement and the land trust’s monitoring proto-
cols, and to build an ongoing relationship with the new owner

Summary

The long-term protection of conservation easements rests on the repu-
tation of individual land trusts — their diligence and commitment to 
monitor, defend and enforce their conservation easements, and their 
professional and positive relationships with landowners. 

The same effort that goes into creating a good rapport with a land-
owner during the project negotiation phase must continue after 
the easement closes. Experienced land trusts report that time spent 
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building relationships with easement landowners is time well spent. 
Positive relationships can foster landowners’ appreciation for conser-
vation easements and the stewardship role that land trusts play and 
can help landowners enact sound management practices for ease-
ment properties. When a land trust has a good relationship with an 
easement landowner, that landowner is more likely to be an ambas-
sador for the organization, promoting good public relations and 
inspiring neighbors and others to protect their lands. Building rela-
tionships with easement landowners, especially successor landown-
ers, will minimize the potential for violations and costly litigation. 
In turn, the land trust will be able to spend more time being proac-
tive in easement administration, rather than reactive in response to 
perceived violations.

If a land trust makes strong landowner relations a priority in conserva-
tion easement stewardship, this emphasis will extend into other areas 
of the land trust’s work and become a part of the organization’s culture. 
There are many techniques to strengthen landowner relationships, but 
the most important are those that build trust and a sense of partner-
ship among all parties entrusted by the public to protect the land.

This chapter describes the importance of building strong relation-
ships with landowners. It provides concrete strategies for improving 
these relationships and discusses the advantages of formal landowner 
programs, such as newsletters, events and recognition activities. 
Finally, it suggests tools that land trusts can use when meeting with 
new owners of easement-protected property.

Evaluate Your Practices 

Conduct a quick evaluation of your organization’s management of 
landowner relationships, giving your organization one point for every 
“yes” answer. Scores are shown at the end of the evaluation. 

Does your organization:

 1. Understand why building strong landowner relationships is 
the foundation for conservation easement stewardship?

 2. Utilize several techniques and/or tools to build strong rela-
tionships with easement landowners? 

 3. Use its monitoring program as a way to build strong land-
owner relationships?

Successor landowner: An owner 
who acquired protected prop-
erty, not the original grantor of the 
conservation easement.
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 4. Know how to identify and manage a relationship with a 
landowner who is also an insider? Does the land trust have a 
conflict of interest policy?

 5. Provide a formal means of landowner outreach, such as news-
letters, events, workshops or landowner recognition activities?

 6. Respond to landowner questions and requests promptly and 
knowledgeably?

 7. Provide advice on land management issues or act as a referral 
service, as appropriate, based on the organization’s capacity?

 8. Utilize multiple techniques to track ownership transfers of 
easement lands? 

 9. Schedule meetings with every new owner of easement- 
protected property (successor landowners)?

 10. Provide written materials to new owners of easement- 
protected properties about the easement terms and the land 
trust’s monitoring protocols?

 11. Treat difficult or challenging landowners in a respectful 
manner while taking affirmative steps to enforce the easement 
terms?

 12. Extend its relationship-building efforts to the land manager, 
lessee or other party involved with the conservation easement 
property when appropriate?

If your organization scores:

 9–12:  Great! This course may help you fine-tune your landowner 
interactions or provide some additional tips to consider, but 
your land trust is well on its way to creating solid landowner 
partnerships for long-term stewardship. Share your knowl-
edge with your land trust colleagues by sending your sample 
documents to the Land Trust Alliance for posting in the 
digital library (e-mail learn@lta.org).

 5–8:  Good! Your organization has acquired many of the basic 
skills of good landowner relationships, but there is room to 
improve and increase those skills.

 0–4:  Your organization should adopt procedures and learn tech-
niques that will assist with landowner relations and your 
perpetual stewardship obligations. It is important to begin 
now before you acquire additional easements.
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Landowner Relationships and Long-Term 
Conservation 

Importance of Good Landowner Relationships 

It is a truth universally acknowledged that people like to work with 
businesses and organizations that are fair, honest and reliable. They 
want someone they can go to for advice, who will give them answers 
or who will help them find the answers. The landowner–land trust 
relationship is no different. A landowner who feels good about the 
land trust and its role of easement stewardship on his or her prop-
erty is a landowner who will be comfortable contacting the land trust 
with a question, seeking approval from the land trust before initiat-
ing an activity that may affect the property’s conservation values, and 
promoting the organization in the community. 

All conservation easement projects are based on personal relation-
ships that begin with the initial project planning process and continue 
through the easement closing. However, the relationship does not end 
when the ink dries on the easement document. Rather, it enters a new 
phase as stewardship of the easement begins. It’s like the old saying, “A 
wedding is one day, but a marriage lasts a lifetime.” Like good spouses, 
land trusts must continually work on their relationships with land-
owners. Land trusts need to understand the motivations, concerns 
and other factors that influenced a landowner’s decision to protect his 
or her land with an easement and how the easement now affects the 
landowner’s day-to-day life.

Most landowners that grant conservation easements or buy protected 
land believe that they have done something special — and they are 
right. They are not just owners of a parcel of land but rather charged 
with a higher purpose to ensure the property’s conservation attributes 
will benefit future generations. Land trusts share this charge and thus 
should treat landowners as full partners in this effort by:

Acting professionally•	

Adhering to established policies and procedures in a consis-•	

tent manner so as not to treat landowners preferentially or 
arbitrarily 
Projecting an image of themselves as the landowner’s partner •	

in the land’s stewardship, rather than solely as an enforcer 

A landowner who feels good 
about the land trust will be 
comfortable contacting the land 
trust with questions, seeking 
approvals and promoting the 
organization in the community. 
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If the land trust’s goal is to ensure that the landowner adheres to the 
easement terms, then it is better to partner with the landowner and 
build a relationship based on respect rather than regulation. Through 
such a relationship, the land trust is more likely to achieve voluntary 
compliance with the terms of the easement. In contrast, acting as the 
heavy-handed enforcer will create an adversarial relationship that will 
make any disagreements much more difficult to resolve. 

Land trusts must remember that land protection does not occur with-
out willing landowners, both original and successor landowners. An 
organization’s communications with its landowners sends a message to 
others in the community the land trust may hope to work with in the 
future. Easement landowners can be the organization’s best ambassa-
dors, but only if they trust and respect the land trust. Many conserva-
tion projects have originated because good landowner relationships 
spurred neighbors and others to consider protecting their properties. 
Conversely, word will travel within the community if a land trust fails 
to uphold its responsibilities or maintain positive landowner relation-
ships. Land trusts that invest time and resources to build strong land-
owner relationships are fostering good public relations. With a good 
reputation, the land trust will be in a better position to respond to 
negative public scrutiny, if and when it occurs.

A cooperative relationship with landowners can also help a land trust 
advance its goals for sound land management on easement properties. 
For example, many land trusts offer landowners support with general 
land management issues or referrals to programs or organizations 
that offer assistance with conservation land management. Again, the 
opportunity depends on whether the land trust has first earned a repu-
tation with its landowners as a reliable and trustworthy partner.

Finally, by building a good relationship, the land trust will also show 
that it takes its conservation work and easement stewardship obliga-
tions seriously. Frequent interactions and correspondence with land-
owners about their easement properties serve to remind landowners 
that the land trust is upholding its easement enforcement obligations 
and is meeting the IRS requirements for donated easements. 

Defining Good Landowner Relationships 

What constitutes a good landowner relationship, and what does that 
relationship involve? The answers vary from land trust to land trust 
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and from landowner to landowner. One land trust may define a good 
landowner relationship as the willingness of either party to exchange 
information and ask for assistance or advice. While another land trust 
may define a good relationship as an absence of easement violations. 
Land trusts should consider three basic questions as they define their 
goals for landowner relationships:

How do they want to be perceived by easement landowners?•	

How do they want to interact with landowners? •	

How do easement landowners want to interact with the land •	

trust?

Ultimately, the answers to these questions express the organization’s 
easement stewardship philosophy. A land trust should always consider 
its overarching goals and stewardship philosophy as it develops strate-
gies for sound landowner relationships.

Capacity: Financial and Personnel 
Implications of Landowner Relationships 

Establishing a relationship-based stewardship program will not happen 
overnight. It takes time to build and maintain good landowner rela-
tionships. As easement volumes grow and easement properties change 
hands, land trusts must allocate more time toward easement stew-
ardship in general and maintaining relationships in particular. Land 
trusts need to dedicate staff time, consultant time and/or have will-
ing volunteers to implement easement stewardship and to keep pace 
with growing needs. The easement stewards will need to be trained 
to identify ways the land trust can partner with the landowner and to 
serve as a resource or referral and promote good landowner relations. 
Adequate training is an ongoing commitment of time and money. 
Thus, easement stewardship capacity often becomes an issue as land 
trusts take on more easements and as easements age. As a reference 
point, consider that a 2002 study by the Property and Environment 
Research Center concluded that one full-time staff member is needed 
for every 100–125 easements a land trust manages. The Land Trust 
Alliance estimated this figure more conservatively at 50–100 ease-
ments for one trained staff person or volunteer. For more informa-
tion, see Conservation Capacity and Enforcement Capability: A Research 
Report, available on The Learning Center (http://learningcenter.lta.
org).
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How do land trusts plan for the added time and expense associated 
with building and maintaining positive relationships with landowners 
during easement stewardship? To answer this question, first consider 
how land trusts prepare for overall ongoing stewardship costs. Most set 
up a separate, dedicated fund to support stewardship needs. Typically, 
money is deposited to the easement stewardship fund to accompany 
each new easement acquisition, in an amount based on the easement’s 
projected stewardship cost. A portion of the easement stewardship 
fund’s annual income is generally used to cover at least a portion of the 
land trust’s annual stewardship expenses. Such funds may also cover 
legal expenses related to easement enforcement. For more informa-
tion, see Practice 11A, Funding Easement Stewardship, and the Land 
Trust Alliance course “Determining Stewardship Costs and Raising 
and Managing Dedicated Funds.” 

To estimate per-easement stewardship costs, land trusts use a variety 
of calculation methods based on the projected costs of monitoring and 
enforcement. However, costs associated with building and maintain-
ing landowner relationships may be overlooked in these calculations. 
It is relatively easy to determine costs for routine stewardship, such 
as monitoring, handling notices and approvals, and conducting initial 
meetings with new owners of easement-protected land. It can be more 
difficult to define the ongoing costs of tending relationships, which 
may require more site visits, meetings, outreach events, publications, 
additional personnel and so on. 

Further, some land trusts choose to enhance landowner relationships 
and foster a conservation ethic in the community through additional 
activities, such as special mailings, bulletins, newsletters, services to 
landowners, workshops, trainings and other events. Additional staff, 
consultants or volunteers (and supervision for them) may be needed. 
Costs for these activities may be embedded within other parts of the 
operating budget, such as outreach, education or development. It is 
important to ensure that these costs are acknowledged and covered, 
recognizing that they contribute to the long-term success of the land 
trust’s easement stewardship program. 
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Building Strong Relationships with 
Landowners 

How a land trust approaches its easement landowners is just as impor-
tant as the tools or techniques it chooses to build the relationship. 
By foregoing the “police” or “enforcer” image and instead adopting 
a problem-solving or partnership mind-set, a land trust will be in a 
better position to address landowners’ needs and its own stewardship 
responsibilities. 

Land trusts usually have a multitiered approach to cultivating land-
owner relationships. They may have personal interactions, such as 
meetings and phone calls, correspondence or send information, and/
or hold events or give special recognition. Each landowner is differ-
ent, so a multitiered approach may help ensure that some outreach 
and partnership building occurs with as many easement landowners 
as possible. This section covers some of the many different approaches 
that land trusts use.

Communication Style

Language Use and Tone 
In communications with landowners, a land trust needs to ensure that 
the information or concepts it wants to convey are clearly articulated 
in everyday language. Using conservation jargon, buzzwords or legal 
terminology when referring to conservation easement stewardship 
issues may not resonate with all landowners and should be modified 
accordingly. By adapting the language to the landowner, a land trust 
will more effectively convey information about the conservation ease-
ment and also, in a more subtle way, demonstrate that the organi-
zation understands the community it serves. Likewise, the tone of a 
message also needs to be considered. How are communications being 
perceived by easement landowners? Does the message seem authorita-
tive, impersonal or unprofessional? 

Language expresses attitude and perceptions. Imagine what a differ-
ence the following word choices, adapted from a list created by Leslie 
Ratley-Beach, Conservation Defense Director of the Land Trust 
Alliance, may make in how a landowner hears a land trust’s message! 

Use everyday language when 
communicating with landowners. 
Avoid jargon! 
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“Have others at the land trust provide feedback on all or specific corre-
spondence before sending it to landowners,” advises Cary Peter of 
River Fields, which operates in Indiana and Kentucky. Remember that 
written communications form part of a land trust’s permanent record 
and could potentially be used in a court of law, so all messages need 
to be clear.

Land trust representatives may also need to learn new terminology 
to interact with landowners in the course of establishing a relation-
ship. For example, if a land trust staff member with little knowledge of 
working ranchlands is given the task of monitoring agricultural ease-
ments, what will be the challenges? Probably the easement steward 
will have to learn the lingo of cattle management to do his or her job 
effectively. What sort of training or guidance will be provided? The 
Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust (CCALT) created a 
guidance document for land trust personnel who may not be familiar 

Consider obtaining feedback  
on all correspondence before 

sending it to landowners. 

 Partnership/Problem-Solving Message or Policing/Enforcement Message

 Annual visit or Monitoring

 Visit or Inspection

 Follow-up or Enforcement

 Resolution  or Compliance

 Checking  or  Policing

 Conversation  or  Negotiation

 Creative problem solving  or Litigation

 Upholding the conservation easement  or  Conformance

 Concerns  or  Violations

 Questions  or  Concerns

 Deter  or  Prevent

 Identify  or  Detect

 Scheduled  or  Assigned

 Possible  or  Suspected
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with ranch terminology (see page 100). With a good grasp of ranching 
terms, CCALT staff and volunteers can be more effective in establish-
ing working relationships with ranchers and their employees. 

In addition to word choice and tone, land trusts also need to be sensi-
tive to what landowners may consider personal information, and 
be tactful about when and how to broach it. Financial information, 
including income, tax circumstances, and mortgages and liens, is an 
obvious sensitive area. Other areas may be less obvious until the land 
trust really understands its landowners and community. For example, 
CCALT cautions against starting conversations with ranchers about 
asking how big their operations are, how many acres they have or 
about the size of their herd. Those questions are equivalent to asking 
these landowners how much money they have in their savings account. 
Because CCALT knows the ranching community well, it understands 
that those questions may be considered personal or inappropriate for 
an initial stewardship meeting and will be answered in due time. A 
better way to start the conservation would be to ask about the land-
owner’s family history or what brought him or her to the area.

Another key skill for easement stewardship: active listening. By listen-
ing carefully to the landowner, an easement steward learns a landown-
er’s wishes, plans and concerns for his or her land and its management. 
With this knowledge, a land trust can cultivate an easy back-and-forth 
dialogue that supports a landowner’s sound land management prac-
tices and addresses potential areas of concern before they become seri-
ous issues. “What coaxed me into the business was the thousand cups 
of coffee you have with landowners. The ability to listen goes beyond 
any stewardship or enforcement activities,” remarks Robert Keller, 
executive director of the Mountain Conservation Trust of Georgia. 
For tips on active listening, working with challenging landowners and 
discussing contentious topics, see the Vermont Land Trust’s “How to 
Truly Listen” on page 103. 

Prompt Responses
Land trusts are often surprised to discover how much of their ease-
ment stewardship time is spent dealing with landowner questions, 
requests and associated site visits or meetings. Requests for assis-
tance and easement interpretation may arise from landowners, land 
managers, surveyors, foresters, farmers, ranchers, real estate agents, 
appraisers, municipal building inspectors and code officers, as well 

Listening carefully to the land-
owner will help cultivate a 
dialogue that supports sound 
land management. 
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as prospective buyers or their agents. In addition, many conservation 
easements contain provisions that generate landowner inquiries, such 
as those that require the landowner to notify or seek approval from 
the land trust prior to activating certain reserved rights or commenc-
ing certain activities. Land trusts may see an influx of calls and letters 
during certain times of the year, such as springtime in the northern 
states when landowners are considering construction plans for the 
summer, or winter months for land trusts that work with farmers or 
ranchers. 

Regardless of the source or timing of landowner questions, prompt 
responses will help establish and cement good working relationships. 
A land trust should have an identified process for handling landowner 
requests and inquiries, so that landowners experience the land trust as 
fair, efficient, timely and responsive to landowner needs.

Landowners expect quick replies, and the land trust should strive for 
promptness or, if necessary, explain when the landowner can expect to 
receive a response. For instance, if a land trust receives an inquiry and 
decides to ask the opinion of an attorney before responding, the land 
trust usually should explain its plan to the landowner. If the inquiry 
requires a meeting or site visit, scheduling the visit in a timely fashion 
demonstrates that the land trust takes the issue seriously and respects 
the landowner. 

Person-to-Person Connection 

As land trusts strategize to build strong relationships, they should 
consider the types of people on both sides of the landowner–land trust 
relationship. This section covers planning for the mix of people that are 
involved in easement stewardship.

Establish a Primary Contact
A land trust should carefully consider who will represent the organi-
zation with landowners: use the right person for the job. When asked 
about building strong relationships with landowners, Chris Phelps, 
Lands Manager of the Montana Land Reliance, sums it up by stat-
ing, “Hiring personable people who understand the land.” The job calls 
for a broad skill set, including not only the technical skills needed to 
perform monitoring, recordkeeping and so on but also the knowledge 
base to understand land management and the people skills to commu-
nicate effectively with landowners of all types. 

Land trust should designate a 
primary contact person  

for landowners with questions  
on stewardship. 
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Designating a primary contact person to oversee the stewardship 
process will help ensure that landowners receive prompt attention. This 
lead contact should know which staff members, volunteers, attorneys 
or advisors are most knowledgeable, and manage stewardship issues 
accordingly. The lead contact should also keep track of who is handling 
which issue and its status. 

Volunteers and Landowners
Many land trusts deal with landowner issues routinely and some have 
designated staff members who manage landowner relations. Such orga-
nizations may be quite experienced and savvy about avoiding pitfalls in 
the land trust–landowner relationship. For those land trusts that rely 
on volunteers or experience frequent turnover in personnel, it may be 
more challenging to maintain continuity and strong person-to-person 
relationships with landowners. It is especially important for these 
groups to provide adequate training for their personnel and establish 
clear policies and procedures that will support good relationships (see 
chapter 4 for using volunteers in monitoring programs). Volunteers can 
be a tremendous asset, particularly because they often build on a peer 
or existing relationship with landowners. However, a land trust will 
need to invest time and resources to ensure that all its volunteers build 
relationships that consistently represent the land trust’s interests.

Communicating with Land Managers
Although landowners should be kept informed of stewardship issues 
affecting their easement properties, land trusts may sometimes deal 
directly with land managers. Prior to doing so, a land trust should 
obtain permission from the landowner and clarify what authority, if 
any, the land manager has with respect to making property manage-
ment decisions. The land trust should ask the landowner who should 
accompany the monitor on inspection visits, and what information the 
land trust should share with the land manager, such as correspondence. 
Knowing this information early on will help the land trust keep infor-
mation flowing smoothly and avoid entering a potentially uncomfort-
able “middle man” position between landowner and land manager. In 
any case, a land trust should not engage the land manager in easement-
related issues simply because the landowner happens to be absent at 
the time. 

Land managers may include property caretakers, farmers, ranchers, 
foresters, gardeners or others. These individuals may have the most 
knowledge about present conditions on the property, such as day-to-day 
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agricultural operations on farmland, status of timber harvesting on 
forestlands, proposed future activities or resource management issues. 
For some properties with absentee landowners, the land manager may 
be the only person the land trust routinely meets, so it will be imperative 
for the land trust to develop a good working relationship with the land 
manager as well as the landowner. 

Often, it’s helpful to educate the land manager about easement terms. 
For example, Florida’s Tall Timbers Land Conservancy (TTLC) 
adapts topographical maps from its baseline documentation reports 
to show special use areas, inserts a brief description of restrictions on 
land use, and provides this package to land managers (see TTLC’s 
Conservation Easement Management Maps on page 132). “The maps 
are 11x17 in size and are placed back to back in protective plastic sleeves 
that can easily be thrown in the manager’s pickup truck. The managers 
love these maps,” reports Christine Ambrose of TTLC. If important 
decisions about property management are made by a manager, it will 
be very worthwhile to provide him or her with full information about 
the easement.

Working with Insiders
Given the nature of land conservation work, it is inevitable that land 
trusts will have board members, staff, major donors or related parties or 
other insiders as easement landowners. Such individuals may already 
be close friends of the land trust, making the usual relationship build-
ing unnecessary; however, the land trust must ensure that these indi-
viduals understand the organization’s easement stewardship policies. 
A land trust must follow its conflict of interest policy in dealing with 
insiders, and be extremely careful to avoid private inurement that may 
result from choices made in easement enforcement and amendments. 
As always, the land trust must ensure that all easement landowners 
are treated fairly and consistently — and doing so may require great 
diplomacy when working with insiders. For additional information, 
see the Land Trust Alliance course “Avoiding Conflicts of Interest and 
Running an Ethical Land Trust.”

Dealing with Difficult Landowners
Most land trusts that hold easements know very well that some ease-
ment landowners are challenging. There are landowners who periodi-
cally violate the terms of their easement, seek waivers or amendments 
to certain provisions, ignore notification or approval requirements, scru-
tinize and challenge the land trust policies and procedures, or routinely 

Insiders: Board and staff members, 
substantial contributors and other 
parties who have an ability to influ-
ence decisions of the organization 
and those with access to informa-
tion not available to the general 
public. 

Private inurement: When an insider 
to the tax-exempt organization, 
such as a director or an officer, 
derives a benefit from the organi-
zation without giving something of 
at least equal value in return. The 
IRS prohibition on inurement is 
absolute. 

Private benefit: When a tax-exempt 
organization provides more than an 
incidental benefit to a non-insider.
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approach board members with issues instead of the designated land 
trust representative. In these cases, land trusts may need to try different 
tactics to build a better relationship and convey the importance of the 
easement. See “How to Truly Listen” from the Vermont Land Trust on 
page 103 for some excellent advice on dealing with these challenges.

Regardless of the land trust’s efforts, difficult landowners will demand 
more time and resources with little chance of developing a good rela-
tionship. It is especially important to treat difficult landowners like all 
other landowners; that is, you should treat them with respect, consis-
tency and fairness when applying land trust policies. In doing so, the 
land trust protects itself as much as possible from escalating challenges 
from the landowner, legal or otherwise.

Successor Landowners 
The Land Trust Alliance’s 2004 study of conservation easement viola-
tions and amendments found that most violations are committed not 
by original easement grantors, but by successor landowners. This fact 
underscores the importance of building relationships with successor 
landowners. These landowners may be more likely to violate an ease-
ment, knowingly or unknowingly, for any number of reasons. They 
may not be fully aware of the easement terms and how the restrictions 
affect their use of the property. They may not appreciate the property’s 
conservation attributes and may not be motivated by land conserva-
tion ideals. Perhaps the easement is simply too restrictive for how they 
want to use the property. Or they may not appreciate the land trust’s 
stewardship policies and commitment to easement defense. Therefore, 
land trusts must invest time with new landowners either before or 
shortly after the property transfer. When property changes hands, land 
trusts should meet with new landowners promptly to discuss:

The conservation importance of the property•	

The easement terms•	

The land trust’s policies and procedures concerning monitoring •	

and other aspects of its easement stewardship program 
The organization, its goals and any services provided by the •	

land trust to easement landowners

One way to save some time is to combine the meeting with the new 
landowner with a monitoring inspection. Of course, it will take an 
additional investment of time in early years with the new owner to 
grow the new relationship. However, investing the time upfront will 

Land trusts should treat all land-
owners with respect, consistency 
and fairness when applying land 
trust policies. 
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almost always save time in the long run. For more information, see the 
successor landowner materials from California’s Bay Area Open Space 
Council on page 110.

When meeting with new owners of easement-protected properties, 
consider the following special tips for introducing your organization 
and the easement*:

Schedule a meeting; do not drop by.•	

Offer to walk the property with the landowner (either as part •	

of the annual monitoring visit or on a different visit).
Accept their hospitality if offered a beverage or snack.•	

If there are multiple owners, engage them equally.•	

Be prepared to discuss the easement terms, the conservation •	

significance of the property and your land trust’s stewardship 
philosophy and monitoring protocols. 
Explain what a baseline documentation report is and how it •	

is used, and then review the baseline for the property with the 
new owners.
Assume the landowners have an interest in conservation, but •	

may not be familiar with your organization.
Review the provisions of the easement with the new owners •	

(do not embarrass them by asking if they have read it, assume 
they have not).
Provide some history or stories about the property that they •	

may not know and may appreciate. 
Ask the landowners what they love about their new property •	

and if they have any plans for the land (structures, activities, 
etc.). 
Describe any services your land trust provides.•	

Leave them with information about your organization, includ-•	

ing contact information. Also, provide a copy of the easement, 
baseline documentation report and other applicable materials 
(policies, resources list, etc.).
Remember to document the meeting in the project file and •	

follow up on any questions or information that was requested 
during the meeting.

* Thanks to Kathy Sferra, land protection specialist for Massachusetts Audubon Society, for providing 
her tips.
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Cultivate Partners 

All contacts with easement landowners are opportunities to strengthen 
the land trust–landowner relationship. The overarching principle is: 
cultivate a partnership through easement stewardship activities. 

This section discusses some of the many ways that land trusts use moni-
toring and other activities to support good landowner relations. Most 
land trusts go beyond fulfilling basic monitoring functions to ensuring 
that they have face-to-face relationships with their landowners. Most 
groups practice some form of landowner outreach, such as providing 
information about sound land management practices. Some provide 
more focused assistance, perhaps linking landowners with sources of 
funding or expertise for resource management activities. Others create 
programs to recognize easement landowners and create opportuni-
ties to draw them into land trust activities. See the Exchange article 
“Partners in Stewardship” on page 140, which discusses the range of 
approaches that land trusts use to cultivate partnerships with easement 
landowners. 

Easement Monitoring
Regular easement monitoring offers an opportunity for the land trust 
to engage the landowner as a partner in caring for the land. It is also 
an opportunity to build trust by demonstrating that the monitoring 
process is not secretive or intrusive. Depending on the circumstances, a 
monitoring visit may be the only time the land trust has such an oppor-
tunity to interact one on one with the landowner (or land manager). If 
the landowner can accompany the easement monitor on the monitor-
ing inspection, or at least meet with the monitor at the start or conclu-
sion of the monitoring visit, the land trust can use that time to:

Learn about any future plans for the property •	

Answer any land management questions or other inquiries the •	

landowner might have 
Query the landowner about how the land trust can better serve •	

easement landowners 
Inform the landowner about recent land trust activities •	

These site visits can be important opportunities to build both landowner 
relationships and landowner trust in the organization, so it is crucial 
that land trusts provide training and guidance to monitors on how to 
interact with landowners (see chapter 4 for more information).

Monitoring visits can be oppor-
tunities to build landowner 
relationships. 
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The Montana Land Reliance (MLR) believes so strongly in the importance of 

ground monitoring with the landowner (on foot, in vehicles, with ATVs or on 

horseback) that the organization chooses to forego aerial monitoring even 

though MLR holds more than 650 easements on 680,000 acres of land. It is 

unusual for land trusts with so many easements and of such considerable size 

to take this approach to annual monitoring, but MLR has adapted its meth-

ods to its easement volume. The land trust prioritizes the areas visited on a 

property and rotates which areas are covered from year to year to ensure the 

properties are monitored in their entirety within a few visits.

If ground monitoring is not feasible and the land trust needs to moni-
tor by air or other means, the land trust should still try to have a discus-
sion with the landowner as part of the monitoring process. A land 
trust may phone the landowner to discuss the upcoming monitoring 
inspection or schedule other time for a meeting. Some land trusts ask 
about the landowner’s land management needs as well, either by asking 
questions or sending a survey or questionnaire along with information 
about the annual visit. For example, the Columbia Land Conservancy 
(CLC) usually includes a note in its correspondence to easement land-
owners (such as with the monitoring notice and monitoring follow-
up letters) that invites landowners to contact CLC if they have land 
management problems or concerns. CLC will try to help any land-
owner that responds. If CLC does not have the expertise or informa-
tion, it will try to locate someone who can assist the landowner. CLC 
also uses a questionnaire to seek information about landowner plans 
and needs. A copy of this questionnaire can be found on page 265. 

Sharing Policies 
Landowners are more apt to feel comfortable working with a land 
trust on easement stewardship if they understand the basis for land 
trust decisions and have read and understood the organization’s poli-
cies. Written policies and procedures help ensure that the land trust 
treats all landowners promptly, fairly and consistently with respect to 
an organization’s easement stewardship program. 

Consider providing landowners with copies of policies or summaries 
of policies regarding:

The land trust’s overall easement stewardship program •	

Monitoring •	

Example
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Amendments •	

Easement violations •	

Baseline documentation reports •	

Stewardship funding•	

Easement notices and approvals•	

Sharing these policies will help build trust and demonstrate the land 
trust’s professionalism and commitment to its stewardship responsi-
bility. For more information, see Standard 11, Conservation Easement 
Stewardship, and the sample documents in chapters 3 and 4.

Land trusts may also want to provide a one-page summary of the orga-
nization’s activities and philosophy with respect to landowner outreach 
and landowner relationships (see chapter 1). Another handout may 
include a summary of the services the land trust offers to easement 
landowners and land managers. These summaries should reflect the 
capacity and stewardship philosophy of the organization.

Because all land trust representatives, whether staff, board, volunteers 
or contractors (including attorneys), will interact in some capac-
ity with easement landowners and the community, they should be 
familiar with the organization’s policies and procedures and be able 
to articulate the land trust’s philosophy or approach to landowner 
relationships.

Outreach: Events and Education 
Some land trusts plan special landowner educational activities or 
fun events, such as picnics or property tours, just for easement land-
owners. Events and materials tailored for landowners both remind 
them about their easements and give them a positive reason to stay 
in touch with the land trust, which, in the long run, will benefit the 
easement stewardship program. The Monadnock Conservancy in 
New Hampshire, for example, hosts one or more events annually that 
are both educational and fun for their easement landowners. These 
events have included interpretive field trips with experts, such as a 
local archaeologist, followed by refreshments and social time. Each 
summer, the Teton Regional Land Trust in Idaho hosts “Stories from 
the Land.” The land trust invites the community to share in stories 
told by some of the area’s old-timers. The intent of the program is 
to help cultivate a sense of place and rekindle a connection to the 
land. The stories events are held in a setting revered by local people, 
such as on a scenic riverbank of an easement property. These events 

Short summaries of land trust 
activities and services for ease-
ment landowners and managers 
can be effective education tools.
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not only help cement the land trust–landowner relationship but have 
also brought new easement donors to the land trust.

By working with easement landowners, land trusts have a unique 
opportunity to improve as well as protect the resources on a property. 
Providing good land and resource management advice can go a long 
way toward building partnerships with landowners. However, land 
trusts first need to consider their capacity with respect to resource 
management. Does the land trust have sufficient staff, volunteers 
or consultants to service the resource management needs of the 
landowner? Can the organization provide information or referrals 
regarding specific landowner needs? Will the land trust be duplicat-
ing the efforts of other local or regional organizations or agencies? 
Should the land trust offer special landowner workshops or train-
ings? Should the land trust sponsor, partner or promote workshops of 
other resource organizations to its landowners? Might the land trust 
serve as an intermediary between state or federal land management 
programs and certain landowners who are wary of government agen-
cies and bureaucratic processes? 

A great way to reach easement landowners is to provide materials that 
will be useful to them. Many land trusts send out a periodic newslet-
ter with stewardship-related articles to their easement landowners (see 
examples from The Nature Conservancy and the Vermont Land Trust 
on pages 128 and 136).

Some land trusts also post information or links just for landowners 
on the land trust website. Doing so is a cost-effective way to provide 
referrals for landowners (as long as people are well-informed about 
the existence of the organization’s website and you have the permis-
sion of the organization or person being referred). Some land trusts 
also provide a list of recommended books or website addresses on land 
management issues. For example, the Vermont Land Trust’s website 
includes extensive information for landowners. Fact sheets, publica-
tions and referrals are offered on topics such as woodlot management, 
riparian buffer management for agricultural lands and federal assis-
tance programs for specific management activities. 

Land trusts can also sponsor workshops and trainings on specific land 
management issues or provide connections with agencies or funding 
sources for further land management assistance. The Dutchess Land 
Conservancy in New York designs educational programs specifically 

Posting information or links  
on a land trust’s website is a  

cost-effective way to provide 
referrals.When providing refer-

rals for assistance with land 
management issues, land trusts 

should try to provide at least two, 
so landowners have a choice. 
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for easement landowners. The land trust runs regular workshops and 
provides tours of management projects. The Vermont Land Trust also 
provides educational seminars that introduce new landowners to the 
range of land management resources. 

Building Landowner Relationships: The Brandywine Conservancy
The Brandywine Conservancy in Pennsylvania, which focuses on watershed 

lands, takes landowner relationships very seriously because it believes land-

owners are critical to the success of the organization’s easement program. As 

such, the land trust invests time and money in maintaining an online library 

of resources, creating a newsletter and hosting seminars to inform easement 

landowners about topics such as managing riparian buffers, invasive species 

and federal funding programs for riparian management. David Shields, asso-

ciate director of the Land Stewardship Program, notes: “Maintaining good 

relationships with the owners of easement-protected land is essential to the 

success of the Conservancy’s easement program. We view these landown-

ers as both our clients and our partners. We want them to be better stewards 

of their land, and offering evening seminars, sending out a newsletter and 

maintaining a web library on natural resource management issues and other 

germane topics is a simple but effective strategy. We very much hope that 

landowners will consider us their on-call conservation advisors, and we often 

spend time on-site helping them with land management issues. If we can 

develop positive relationships with landowners by offering information and 

staff expertise, they will be more likely to call us before they begin a project 

and will be less likely to violate the easement.”

Some land trusts are even more proactive in helping landowners. 
Recognizing that easement landowners often need technical assistance 
to improve water quality and wildlife habitat on their properties, the 
Potomac Conservancy has developed a partnership program with the 
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) to provide that assis-
tance. The partnership helps link landowners to cost-share programs 
that provide aid with resource conservation projects, as well as NRCS 
expertise and advice. The Marin Agricultural Land Trust in California 
also has a small grants stewardship assistance program for landowners 
of easement properties. The grants mostly focus on water quality issues 
and have helped the land trust be perceived as a partner and asset to 
the landowners. The Vermont Land Trust has a forester on staff who 
can provide forest management assistance to easement landowners. The 
organization also offers signage for easement properties that prohibits 

Example
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trespass and all-terrain vehicle use and helps the landowner educate 
neighbors and others about the easement and the significance of the 
property.

It is also important for landowners to know that a land trust will be 
there to assist them in defending their easement, or to assist them if 
their easement donation is audited by the Internal Revenue Service. 
For example, a landowner who donated a conservation restriction to 
the Massachusetts Audubon Society was audited and requested the 
assistance of the land trust. Audubon worked with the landowner to 
ensure the IRS received the requested monitoring reports, baseline 
documentation report and correspondence regarding the easement. 
The landowners were grateful for the assistance, and Audubon received 
a letter from the landowner’s attorney thanking the organization for 
standing by the landowner during the audit process.

Landowners as Ambassadors 
Conveying a conservation easement is a compelling statement of a 
landowner’s commitment to natural resource protection and to his or 
her community. Easement landowners can be tremendous ambassa-
dors for conservation and for land trusts. 

A landowner that leads by protecting his or her land may be eager to 
talk with neighbors and recruit them to protect their land as well. For 
example, one New Hampshire landowner protected 15 parcels of his 
land over two decades, meanwhile maintaining a steady conversation 
with neighbors and town officials about his vision of protecting a large 
contiguous land area. Over time, his vision took shape, as three conser-
vation organizations, two municipalities and numerous landowners 
and funding sources pieced together a contiguous area of protected 
land now more than 1,500 acres in size. 

There is no more persuasive spokesperson for land conservation than a 
landowner who has “walked the talk.” Land trusts do well to identify 
and support these landowners; over time, land trusts can grow a corps 
of ad hoc spokespersons that can discuss easement and land protection 
issues with other landowners.

Land trusts should consider incorporating landowners into outreach 
activities by identifying ways in which they can inspire additional 
conservation. For example, landowners can tell their story in local 
newspapers, discuss the easement process with friends and neigh-
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bors, or host a small gathering of neighbors to introduce the land trust 
and information about easements and conservation. Remember the 
successor landowners! Consider featuring an inspirational newsletter 
story about a new landowner that purchased protected property and is 
pleased and proud to partner with the land trust.

Landowner Recognition 
It may seem that a land trust’s easement stewardship program has to 
focus most of its outreach efforts on difficult or new easement owners, 
rather than on model landowners who are quietly upholding the terms 
of the easement and promoting conservation in the community. To 
ensure all landowners receive appreciation for their efforts, a land trust 
can, for example: 

Hold special thank-you events or gatherings •	

Annually honor an easement landowner that exemplifies what •	

it means to be a true partner in easement stewardship
Acknowledge landowners in newsletters or publications •	

Profile an exemplary landowner in the organization’s newsletter •	

Give landowners special gift memberships to the organization, •	

or provide free or reduced passes to the organization’s events
Send special bulletins specifically for easement landowners •	

Send welcome letters to new easement owners •	

Offer special walks or tours of conservation lands •	

Send a survey to easement landowners to assess their steward-•	

ship needs, and tailor educational programs to fit them 
Create landowner recognition opportunities at social events •	

that people would likely attend anyway — you may save 
resources and the result can be rewarding

The Vermont Land Trust (VLT) produces a membership newsletter four times 

a year in which it features stories about owners of conserved land, upcom-

ing programs and events, and other topics of interest to VLT members. VLT 

publishes an additional newsletter, “Stewards of the Land,” three times a 

year that includes a variety of stewardship topics and provides background 

information and resources on land management issues and techniques. This 

newsletter may include a feature story about an owner of conserved land 

and his or her approach to good stewardship.  The newsletter rotates focus 

among farms, forests, recreation land and large residential tracts so that 

all landowners’ interests are represented. Past topics have included public 

access, forest management, farmers working with NRCS and wildlife habitat 

Example

Remember the successor land-
owners! Consider featuring an 
inspirational newsletter story 
about a new landowner that 
purchased protected property and 
is pleased and proud to partner 
with the land trust.

Treat every easement landowner 
like you would a major financial 
donor.

If several land trusts work in an 
area, consider partnering to hold 
a landowner recognition event to 
save on time and expense.
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improvement. Through the publication of the two newsletters, VLT hopes that 

members feel informed and that landowners feel appreciated. These news-

letters also promote a culture of sound stewardship standards among land-

owners. (See a sample newsletter in the Sample Documents at the end of 

this chapter.)

Permission to Publicize 
Land trusts need to be especially sensitive about confidentiality during 
the acquisition phase of an easement project. For instance, the land 
trust may inform the landowner during early negotiations that it will 
only discuss the terms of the proposed easement with the board and 
staff, the landowner’s agents or other professionals involved in the proj-
ect. If the land trust wishes to feature the easement property, once the 
project is completed, in its publications, the land trust should inform 
the landowner from the outset that the easement transaction may be 
used as an outreach and fundraising tool. 

Developing protocols about when to seek landowner permission for 
publicity about easement properties will help build landowner trust 
and respect. These protocols should still apply after the easement clos-
ing. For example, a land trust may have a policy to seek landowner 
permission before distributing copies of the easement document to 
people that ask for it, or a policy not to depict easement properties on 
maps, even if the easement is a matter of public record, to protect the 
landowner’s privacy. The sensitivity of this issue varies among states 
and regions, based in part on local culture and varied legal require-
ments for public review prior to easement conveyance. 

Enforcing Easements 
Building landowner relationships means building a landowner’s trust 
and respect for the organization. A land trust’s enforcement actions 
can demonstrate the integrity of the easement stewardship program 
and the land trust’s commitment to uphold the easement and protect 
the public benefits it provides. Such actions can be an opportunity to 
build trust and respect with the easement landowner (providing the 
landowner is receptive) and with other landowners in the commu-
nity, as well as discourage future violations. But to earn these positive 
outcomes, the land trust must take care to be fair, objective and consis-
tent in addressing potential easement violations and be prepared to 
explain its rationale for its response. 

A land trust must be fair, objec-
tive and consistent in addressing 

potential easement violations and 
be prepared to explain its ratio-

nale for its response. 
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As the land trust assesses a potential violation, it should consider 
what mitigating factors may be involved and respond accordingly. For 
example, the following factors might suggest that a violation could be 
resolved through discussion with the landowner rather than litigation:

The landowner demonstrates a legitimate misunderstanding of •	

the easement’s terms
The land trust did not follow its procedures (e.g., failure to •	

give a landowner a timely response to the landowner’s written 
inquiry about a proposed activity)
A violation was committed by a third party without the land-•	

owner’s consent
The landowner is willing to stop the prohibited activity •	

promptly and resolve the violation
The landowner has no prior history of violating the conserva-•	

tion easement
The landowner’s intent was consistent with the conservation •	

purposes of the easement

Ideally, the land trust–landowner relationship could be strengthened 
in the process of resolving the violation.

Always remember that the landowner relationship is ongoing and 
certainly will be influenced by how the land trust handles any given 
situation. Landowners will be more at ease if they feel the land trust 
considered all aspects of and perspectives on the violation before 
determining a course of action. To maintain good landowner relations, 
land trusts should approach all possible violations with the assumption 
that the landowners acted with good intentions. Even if proven wrong, 
land trusts should still strive toward maintaining as good a working 
relationship as possible.

Tracking Land Ownership  
of Easement Properties 

Because easement violations are more likely to occur after the original 
grantor transfers the property, it is essential that land trusts establish 
protocols to track ownership changes of easement properties. First, 
be sure that the easement contains a transfer notification clause that 
requires the landowner to notify the easement holder prior to transfer-
ring an interest in the property and provide the new owner’s contact 
information. Easements can also contain a provision requiring the 

To maintain good landowner 
relations, land trusts should 
approach possible violations with 
the assumption that the landown-
ers acted with good intentions.

Be sure your easements contain 
transfer notification clauses.
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conservation easement to be referenced in the deed to the property 
itself. Unfortunately, such provisions are often overlooked and a land 
trust cannot rely on the landowner, title company or the transferee’s 
attorney to review the easement with the new owner before closing. 

By using independent methods to track land ownership, land trusts can 
more effectively stay informed of property transfers and then contact 
new owners promptly. A land trust should have in place a few meth-
ods of tracking ownership, because one method may not work in every 
case. Some techniques are relatively easy, while others require more 
sleuthing. Techniques include:

Periodic research of properties at deed registries or on their •	

websites
Search local newspapers for real estate transfers and read the •	

obituaries
Check multiple listing services (MLS)•	

Check listings in real estate publications•	

Ask landowners about plans to sell during monitoring visits•	

Remind landowners about easement transfer notification in •	

various correspondences throughout the year
Build and maintain good relationships with landowner advi-•	

sors and land managers, such as attorneys, title companies, real 
estate agents, appraisers, surveyors, foresters, building contrac-
tors, home inspectors and the like
Use annual questionnaires or phone surveys to ask about land •	

transfers and whether the property is for sale or expected to be 
for sale within the next year
If feasible, perform informal drive-by monitoring to look for •	

real estate signs or clues that property is for sale or has been 
recently sold
Partner with municipal officials, planning and zoning boards, •	

building code enforcers, assessors and the like who may notify 
the land trust of a property transfer
Check auction/foreclosure notices•	

Establish relationships with neighbors of easement properties•	

Provide estoppel certificates to landowners when they sell their •	

property
Offer to list conserved properties for sale on the land trust’s •	

website
Examine returned correspondence for new owner information•	

Estoppel or compliance certificate: 
A certificate signed by the land 
trust certifying the condition of the 
easement property as of the date of 
the statement.
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For example, the San Juan Preservation Trust, which covers a three-
county area in Washington, tracks transfers in land ownership by 
reviewing a semimonthly real estate digest and comparing their data-
base with the counties’ tax data.

Another approach land trusts use to track changes in ownership is 
to incorporate a “transfer fee” requirement in the easement. This fee 
can also provide the land trust with additional easement stewardship 
funding. The fee is required to be paid to the land trust when the prop-
erty changes hands. It is considered a lien on the property, so it will 
be noticed by title companies and attorneys who review the property 
for a prospective buyer. The prospective buyer’s agents then contact 
the land trust to pay the fee. The Western Reserve Land Conservancy 
(WRLC), for example, uses a 1 to 2 percent transfer fee requirement 
in its conservation easements. When the easement property sells, the 
buyer must contact WRLC to arrange for the payment, thereby avoid-
ing a potential cloud on title. As a side benefit, WRLC learns of the 
transfer and can meet the new owner. Another strategy for tracking 
land sales is to include language in the easement that gives the land 
trust the right of first refusal when a property is sold. This requirement 
means that the seller must contact the land trust when he or she puts 
the property on the market. 

The Society for the Protection of New Hampshire Forests includes a provision 

in its easements that the landowner must notify the easement holder within 

10 days of transferring title. The easement stewardship department has found 

that it actually receives required notice about title transfer roughly one-third 

of the time. The Society uses a variety of additional strategies to learn about 

land sales and transfers. For example: 

	 •	 	Realtors	often	call	with	a	question	about	the	easement	when	they	

are representing an easement landowner, thereby unintentionally 

providing notice of the impending transfer.

	 •		The	Society	sends	an	annual	newsletter	to	all	easement	landown-

ers. Returned mail helps identify properties that have changed 

hands.

	 •	 	During	the	monitoring	visit,	monitors	always	ask	the	landowner	

about any upcoming plans to sell or transfer the property.

	 •		The	routine	monitoring	contact	will	also	reveal	changes	in	owner-

ship after the fact, if the Society has not been informed.

Example
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Managing Land Transfer Information 

A land trust also needs a system to keep track of current easement prop-
erty ownership information, especially as the organization matures, 
easement volume grows and any subdivision and reserved building 
rights are activated. Good easement stewardship systems can keep 
land ownership records and other stewardship data for each easement 
and will assist efficient and prompt handling of landowner requests 
and monitoring needs.

Land trusts need an easement stewardship data tracking system that 
is sized to match their easement load and financial capacity. Tracking 
systems might be based in paper files, spreadsheets or digital databases, 
depending on land trust capacity and preferences. Whatever system is 
used, land trusts should ensure records management is consistent with 
their records policy.  At a minimum, the stewardship data should include 
contact information for easement landowners (and their preferred 
contact method, such as phone, mail or e-mail) and other involved 
parties, such as land managers, landowner representatives, lessees and 
so forth. Erler’s LandSteward, available from the Land Trust Alliance, 
is one such database program that can be used for existing proper-
ties as well as new projects. See Practices 2D, Records Policy, and 
9G, Recordkeeping, and the Land Trust Alliance courses “Nonprofit 
Law and Recordkeeping for Land Trusts, Volume II: Recordkeeping 
Essentials for Land Trusts” and “Managing Conservation Easements 
in Perpetuity” for more information.

Land trusts should also obtain a copy of the deed for each new owner 
to verify legal ownership and to ensure the property deed does not 
contain any conflicting statements as it relates to the conservation ease-
ment on record. Even though it is unlikely to undermine the validity 
of the easement, land trusts should address any discrepancies or ambi-
guities between the property deed and conservation easement with the 
landowner to alleviate the potential for misunderstandings.

Co-Holding Conservation Easements 

If a land trust co-holds a conservation easement with another ease-
ment holder, the co-holders should agree to a clear division of labor. 
For example, the co-holders and landowner should determine:

A land trust also needs a system 
to track easement property 

ownership information, especially 
as the organization matures, 

easement volume grows and any 
subdivision and reserved building 

rights are activated.
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Who is the primary contact•	

Who handles landowner notices and approvals•	

Who answers landowner questions•	

Who conducts the annual monitoring and prepares supple-•	

mental baseline documentation materials 

This information should either be contained in the conservation ease-
ment or in a separate agreement, such as a memorandum of under-
standing, which is provided to the landowner. The same approach 
should be used if another entity holds a third-party enforcement right 
in the easement. The organizations should never put the landowner 
in the middle of any disputes and should have a process for resolv-
ing conflicts amongst themselves should they arise. Establishing clear 
lines of authority helps to avoid uncertainties or potential delays in 
handling stewardship issues and helps instill confidence in the land-
owner about the ability of the easement holders to work together 
to enforce the easement. Any such partnership should be entered 
into with thoughtful consideration. See the Land Trust Alliance 
course “Conservation Easement Drafting and Documentation” and 
The Conservation Easement Handbook for more information about 
co-holding conservation easements.
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Working with Easement Landowners

This exercise contains role-playing scenarios and is best suited for an instructor-led 
training or an in-house board or staff workshop. 

Find a partner for this role-playing exercise. Decide who will play the role of the land 
trust staff member and who will play the role of the landowner. Next, read scenario 
1 together. The land trust staff member should start to respond to the situation. The 
landowner is encouraged to ad lib so a dialogue develops. Repeat for scenario 2, but 
change roles.

If you are following a self-study program, review the scenarios and answer the 
questions below. Guidance on possible responses follows. 

The purpose of this exercise is to assume the perspective of a recent buyer of protected 
land, and consider how the land trust presents itself to the buyer. What is the buyer’s 
first impression of the land trust? What can be improved to ensure a good start to the 
relationship? What can be done to strengthen existing landowner relationships while 
maintaining the integrity of the easement and stewardship program?

P U T T I N G  I T  I N T O  P R A C T I C E
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Scenario 1: New Landowners 

You were hired a few months ago as a part-time easement stewardship assistant 
of a three-person staffed land trust, which includes an executive director. To date, 
your primary responsibilities have been creating maps and conducting monitoring 
inspections on half of the 36 easements the land trust holds. The executive direc-
tor is out of the office one day when a couple walks in and states they recently 
purchased an easement property. The landowners say they are new to the area and 
are not that familiar with land trusts, but their attorney reviewed the conservation 
easement for them and she did not seem to have any concerns. The couple then 
eagerly shows you their plans to construct a new residence, which they anticipate 
will commence later in the month, and also mention digging up the “wasteland” to 
create a nice pond. They wondered if you could recommend a good pond builder, 
someone who can cut through red tape and get the job done. 

Questions
1. As the land trust staff member, what would you do in this situation? How 

would you respond? 
2. How would you respond to their request for a recommendation? 
3. What would be your next steps?
4. What should you avoid?

E X E R C I S E  O N E
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Scenario 2: Selling Easement-Protected Land

An easement landowner calls the land trust office and says he has a buyer for his 
property. He states that he just needs the land trust to tell the buyer that “the ease-
ment is in compliance and it’s no big deal to buy protected land.”  The land trust 
last monitored this easement eight months ago.

Questions
1. As the land trust staff member, what would you do in this situation? How 

would you respond? 
2. What would be your next steps?
3. What should you avoid?

P U T T I N G  I T  I N T O  P R A C T I C E
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Guidance
There are many ways to handle the scenarios presented in this exercise. The key is 
having the land trust address the issues with the landowners in a prompt, profes-
sional manner and work with them to solve potential problems, as appropriate. 
The land trust should be helpful in providing advice and guidance to the landown-
ers while ensuring the easement terms are upheld and the integrity of the ease-
ment stewardship program is maintained. Below are suggested responses to the 
questions.

Scenario 1: New Landowners 
The initial conversation should be focused on information gathering so the land 
trust understands the issues and can devise an appropriate response. 

1. After congratulating the couple on their purchase, welcoming them to the 
community and sharing in their general excitement about building their 
house, you should take the opportunity to discuss the land trust’s mission 
and programs to help familiarize the landowners with the organization. 
Follow with a general discussion of what a conservation easement is and 
what the responsibilities of the easement holder and landowner are. You 
can then mention that easements may contain notification or approval 
provisions before a landowner may commence certain activities to ensure 
the protection of the property’s conservation values. You can then suggest 
that the land trust review the specific terms of their easement with them at 
a follow-up meeting or site visit that would include the executive director.

2. As for the requested recommendation for a pond builder, you should first 
determine if the easement terms allow for a pond. If construction of a pond 
is permissible, suggest at least two contractors that have good reputations 
or were used by other easement landowners. If you cannot provide a few 
names, you can refer the landowners to another local agency or organiza-
tion that could help, such as the USDA Natural Resources Conservation 
Service or local cooperative extension office. 

3. You should alert the executive director as soon as possible so the ease-
ment can be reviewed (by an attorney, if necessary) before meeting with the 
landowners again. The meeting should take place promptly, given that the 
landowners have indicated they plan to start construction within weeks. 
Also, you should write a memo to the file summarizing the initial meet-
ing and what was stated. The land trust should also evaluate its process for 
tracking ownership of easement-protected properties to see whether the 

E X E R C I S E  O N E
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organization can learn about potential property transfers earlier (prefer-
ably before the sale) and identify ways to remind landowners about provid-
ing prior notice to the land trust before transferring the property. The land 
trust might consider creating outreach materials or standard letters to give 
to new owners of easement properties to help explain what such ownership 
entails. Also, the land trust could review how it can best serve as a resource 
to landowners on land management issues.

4. You should try to avoid getting too specific too quickly (and using too 
much legal jargon) about the easement terms, because the landowners have 
stated they lack familiarity with easements and land trusts. Furthermore, 
as the stewardship assistant, you are relatively new to easement interpreta-
tion and should proceed with care when responding to landowner inquiries. 
Detailed discussion may be better left to the executive director for now. You 
also should be careful with word choice so as not to grant approval for the 
construction project inadvertently. You should also be aware of your tone 
and response to the news of the couple’s construction plans so as not to 
make the landowners feel defensive. 

Scenario 2: Selling Easement-Protected Land 
1. Start by thanking the landowner for contacting the land trust about his 

plans to sell the property. You can mention that it is natural for potential 
buyers of easement property to be more cautious or inquisitive because they 
did not have the opportunity to experience the process of working closely 
with the land trust to grant the easement. You can suggest that you would 
be willing to meet with the buyer (along with the current owner and any 
real estate agents) to review the terms of the easement and the responsibili-
ties of the land trust and landowner, and answer any questions the buyer 
may have. As for assuring easement compliance, you can state that the land 
trust has not recently monitored the property so the organization cannot 
issue a compliance certificate; however, you can say that as of the last moni-
toring date no activities were observed that conflicted with the terms of the 
easement. You can offer to conduct a monitoring inspection and suggest 
that the buyer come along so that he or she understands the monitoring 
process and can learn more about the property’s conservation attributes. 
You can then follow up with a copy of the monitoring report or an estoppel 
certificate. 

2. With permission of the landowner, you may follow up in writing with the 
buyer to document your discussion. Make sure the buyer receives a copy 
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of the easement, including maps that depict the easement boundaries. 
Also, remind the owner to notify the land trust if the property sells, and 
that a reference to the easement should be included in the property deed. 
Once the property is transferred, obtain a copy of the deed and send the 
new owner a congratulatory note. Some land trusts send specific materials 
designed for successor landowners, offer invitations to upcoming land trust 
events, or give small tokens of welcome (such as a land trust shirt or hat). 
You should also provide the new owner with a copy of the baseline docu-
mentation report and review it with him or her, if you have not done so 
previously.

3. The land trust should always find time to handle landowner requests and 
inquiries in a timely manner. Being responsive is especially critical when the 
request involves a prospective buyer of the easement property. If prospective 
buyers do not have the opportunity to ask questions about the easement, 
they may walk away from the deal, causing the current landowner to have 
ill feelings toward the land trust. Or the buyer may purchase the property 
without a clear understanding of the easement terms and be upset with the 
land trust upon finding that a certain activity is not permitted. Or the buyer 
may purchase the property but already be displeased that the land trust 
could not be bothered to answer questions regarding the easement prior to 
purchase. It is often difficult to overcome negative first impressions, so land 
trusts need to be helpful and strive to build a positive relationship from the 
onset. Finally, land trusts should avoid making blanket statements about an 
easement’s compliance or downplaying the effect of an easement on a land-
owner’s use of the property.

E X E R C I S E  O N E
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Landowner and Community Outreach
Dutchess Land Conservancy

Founded in 1985, the Dutchess Land Conservancy (DLC) is active through-
out Dutchess County in New York State. The organization holds more than 300 
conservation easements on more than 27,000 acres. Its mission is to “preserve the 
rural character and open lands of Dutchess County, New York,” and “foster sound, 
well-planned development, ensuring the conservation of our natural resources for 
the benefit of this and future generations.” Dutchess Land Conservancy carries out 
its mission by providing conservation and land planning services, as well as educa-
tion programs, with a staff of nine. Traditionally, DLC offers several workshops or 
programs each year that are geared to its members or the public at large. 

The Dutchess Land Conservancy offers two to four member-oriented outdoor 
educational programs each year. These programs are typically designed to be of 
interest to landowners, especially owners of easement and potential easement prop-
erties. Julie Hart, Stewardship and Education Programs Manager, observes: 

While we do craft our programs with easement holders in mind, we adver-
tise most programs to the general public. This allows us to interface with 
nonmembers (hopefully at least some of them will sign up to become 
members!), which is of great importance to us because everyone needs 
to be thinking and learning about good land stewardship, regardless of 
whether they own an easement protected property, or whether they own 
any land at all. So although our programs are typically “member-oriented,” 
we encourage the general public to attend as well. 

For DLC, ensuring that easement landowners are well-informed about land 
management issues, as well as the details of their easements, is an ongoing priority. 
Conducting programs with a practical focus of interest is a useful way to engage 
and educate landowners as well as the public. 

The Conservancy’s programs have included information on forest management, 
ground-nesting bird habitat, vernal pools, stone wall building and wood duck box 
building. The land trust hopes that providing information and tools for good land 
stewardship will have a direct impact on the land trust’s primary focus — the long-
term conservation of natural resources. “Good communication with landowners 
is an essential part of stewardship, and our letters, phone calls and interactions at 
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events and education programs all play a part in maintaining good relations with 
our landowners,” Hart notes.

Furthermore, these programs create an opportunity for staff to meet landown-
ers outside of the normal easement monitoring process. One DLC staff member 
was able to start building a relationship with an easement landowner as a result of 
participating in a workshop together. Having a good relationship with that land-
owner proved invaluable later when the staff member had to discuss a violation 
with him. They were able to resolve the issue in a way that preserved the integrity 
of the easement and kept the landowner’s relationship with the land trust intact. 

The Dutchess Land Conservancy has found additional benefits to offering 
programs and referrals to landowners. When an easement landowner contacts 
DLC for a referral regarding a land management issue, staff can discuss how the 
planned activity relates to the conservation easement and whether the landowner 
may have to provide notification or seek approval before starting. Participants in 
DLC’s education programs are also learning more about the organization and 
conservation options for their land, including easements. 

Discussion Questions 
1. What do you think are some of the factors that influenced DLC’s decision 

to offer programs that appeal to landowners, rather than placing a greater 
emphasis on children’s programs or more recreational activities? 

2. What do you think are the limitations or challenges in narrowing the focus 
of an education program? What are some of the opportunities?

C A S E  S T U D Y
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Guidance
1. The land trust might have felt it was filling a need that was not being 

addressed elsewhere in the community. These programs provide an oppor-
tunity to educate landowners about good land stewardship practices, and 
they provide another outreach tool to introduce landowners to the work 
of the land trust. Gearing education programs toward topics of interest to 
landowners can also advance the organizational mission by helping to foster 
a land ethic among easement landowners.

2. Focusing an education program on landowners may limit the audience 
a land trust reaches and perhaps cause the organization to miss out on 
opportunities to collaborate with other organizations or stakeholders in 
educating the next generation of land stewards. However, offering an 
education program that might be of more interest to easement landown-
ers will provide a venue to build relationships with them and assist the land 
trust’s stewardship efforts. 

The purpose of this case study is for learners to begin thinking about how their 
land trust might provide some level of stewardship education, whether by offering 
referrals on land management issues, or by running a more established education 
program. Regardless, the focus should be on carrying out the land trust’s mission, 
and on strengthening existing programs rather than detracting from them.

C A S E  S T U D Y
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Conclusion

The more experience easement holders have, the more emphasis they 
place on cultivating landowner relationships. Positive relations and 
good communication with landowners save a land trust time and 
money, probably many times over what is invested in cultivating the 
relationship. A “partnership” approach to working with landowners is 
clearly the most effective way to avert violations, promote good land 
management practices and gain the respect of landowners and other 
members of the land trust constituency.

There is no single key to developing this partnership, but rather many 
small techniques that together foster a strong and flexible work-
ing relationship between landowner and land trust. This chapter has 
reviewed many of the common themes and techniques, from basic 
communication styles to alternatives for fostering sound land manage-
ment. Land trusts can adapt these techniques to their own needs and 
capacity, keeping in mind that each landowner, property and land trust 
is different and the “right” tools and techniques will always be subject 
to reevaluation according to circumstance. 

These landowner relationship concepts are integrated into all aspects 
of easement stewardship, including not only initial contact with land-
owners but also responding to landowner questions, dealing with exer-
cise of reserved rights and addressing easement compliance issues. 
Keep these concepts in mind as well as you read the next two chapters 
about baseline documentation and easement monitoring.
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Sample Documents

How to Speak “Ag”: The Dos and Don’ts of Speaking with 
Agricultural Landowners, Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land 
Trust (page 100)
This useful handout helps staff and volunteers learn about how to 
interact with certain landowners and manage how the land trust wants 
to be perceived by those landowners. This particular example is for 
working ranch landowners in Colorado.

How to Truly Listen, Vermont Land Trust (page 103)
This document provides an overview of active listening and some help-
ful tips for handling difficult landowner situations. It can be a useful 
document for land trust personnel who are involved in easement nego-
tiations and stewardship. 

Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms, Bay Area Open 
Space Council, California (page 110)
This document provides procedures for contacting new easement 
landowners, establishing landowner relationships and conveying the 
importance of the easement to the new owner. The document also 
provides examples of how other land trusts handle issues related to 
successor landowners. 

Land Stewardship News, Fall/Winter 2006/07, The Nature 
Conservancy, Wyoming Chapter (page 128)
This document is a good example of a newsletter specifically designed 
for easement landowners. This type of publication may not be practical 
for smaller land trusts, but a simplified version may be adapted for the 
land trust’s website or designed as a flyer to incorporate in a mailing to 
easement landowners.

Conservation Easement Management Maps, Tall Timbers Land 
Conservancy, Florida (page 132)
These maps were modified from the land trust’s baseline documen-
tation report for a specific property to serve as a reference for land 
managers. They highlight special use areas and provide brief descrip-
tions of the easement restrictions. The maps are small enough to be 
placed back-to-back in plastic sleeves for easy access by the land 
manager.
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Stewards of the Land, Vermont Land Trust, Winter 2008 (page 136)
This newsletter provides articles of interest to easement landowners. 
The Vermont Land Trust features both landowners and subjects of 
interest to landowners in this publication. Each year, VLT also produces 
a special edition that introduces the “Stewardship Crew.” All steward-
ship staff are featured with pictures and short biographies. This news-
letter provides an excellent example of how to recognize landowners 
for their good work, inspire others and provide useful information.

“Partners in Stewardship,” by Marty Zeller, Exchange, Winter 2004, 
Land Trust Alliance (page 140)
This article reports on the findings of a 2003 Land Trust Alliance advi-
sory panel regarding stewardship and defense of easement-protected 
land. The article explores the concept of partnering with landowners 
and the range of activities through which land trusts develop strong 
working relationships with landowners and enhance land resource 
values.
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October 2007 

 
How To Speak “Ag” 

The Do’s and Don’ts of speaking with 
Agricultural Landowners 

Helpful hints and possible conversation starters: 

Ask about the challenges landowners face today.  (Impact of growth in area, increase in land values, 
lower commodity prices, estate taxes, general marketing trends & frustration with marketing system, 
water issues, public lands, government regulations, neighbors who aren’t involved in agriculture, 
and the all time favorite - the weather.) 

 Express interest in their operations - what crops they raise, what kind of cattle they run, their 
breeding programs, etc. (But be careful not to make them feel as if they are being cross-examined 
or interviewed for the Eco-Terrorist Tattler.) 

Don’t be afraid to compliment them on their land management or stewardship practices.  (Keep in 
mind that it is important to be genuine.) 

Ask about their family’s history and/or what brought them to the area.

Become involved in the community.  Take time to understand the local needs and issues.

Learn the history of the area and what part agriculture played.

Attend ag trade association meetings (local cattlemen’s associations, Farm Bureau, soil 
conservation, etc.)  Orient yourself to their concerns and issues.

Educate yourself about local ag products and operations. Ask people about their daily lives! 

Be totally upfront with your interest - folks will be leery of secret agendas.

Focus on what you both have in common - discover how landowners envision their communities, 
themselves and their land in the future.

REMEMBER - PEOPLE BEFORE PROJECTS!  Get to know individuals and their families - 
cultivate relationships with them. (Remember, trust takes time.) 

Leave your degrees at home. (People will care more about who you are than what you know.  
Remember, they have spent a lifetime accruing the knowledge that they possess). 

Offer to come out and help.  (Show them you are sincere in your willingness to learn but don’t be 
surprised if (a) they don’t take you up on it, or (b) they give you really “interesting” jobs to do.) 

Identify concerned, positive individuals and ask them to join your board, participate in a local 
community efforts or planning process.  (Encourage them to make certain that agriculture and their 
point of view is represented in these efforts from the beginning.) 

CCALT: How to Speak “Ag”
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CCALT: How to Speak “Ag”

How to Speak Ag - Page 2

Gentle hints about what not to say or do: 

Don’t start conversations by asking how big their operations are, how many acres they have, or how 
many cows they run. (This is like someone asking how much they have in the bank.) 

Don’t ask to go hunting or fishing!  (Wait to be invited – keep in mind it may never happen.  For 
many ranchers, this is a source of income.) 

DO NOT use maps with lines drawn or target areas on them!!!!  (This is the quickest way to lose 
potentially interested individuals and generate mistrust all in one fell swoop.) 

Don’t push agendas or pre-conceived plans.  (Let the vision form itself by encouraging participation 
from all interest groups.) 

Don’t assume that ag-oriented people aren’t interested in conservation or the environment.  Many of 
them consider themselves to be the original environmentalists!  (Be open-minded about your interest 
and observations - shelve your pre-conceived notions - both of you just might learn something from 
one another!) 

Things you might consider not saying:

“I’m here to save you.”  You might settle for assuring them that you are concerned about the 
disappearing land base and the impact this has on the surrounding community. 

“Do you have any endangered species on your property?”  Be aware that this may be a 
sensitive topic better left until you have established a firm relationship with them.  However, 
many landowners across the west are participating in collaborative efforts that are attempting to 
address the concerns set forth in the Endangered Species Act. 

“Protect” It might be more preferable to let them know that your desire is to working with them 
in preserving a working landscape that will ensure the continuation of their livelihood, legacy 
and heritage. 

“Restore” When referring to recovery of resources, a better alternative might be to address the 
enhancement of existing resources.  You might be surprised at what wonderful stewards of the 
land these people are. 

”Educate” If your goal is to provide educational experiences or alternative management styles, 
you might offer opportunities to create awareness.

 “Open Space” Ranchers and farmers will be more interested in preserving productive
agricultural land or working landscapes.

All that is really required in visiting with these folks is the desire to learn more about them and an 
interest in their lifestyle and the motivation that keeps them going.  Essential to successful 
communication is the realization that all these things add up to their ability to conduct their livelihood 
and maintain their way of life - it is not just a job to them!  In the face of all these challenges, ask them 
why they keep on keeping on - their answers may surprise you. 
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How to Speak Ag - Page 3

Quick Reference - Laymen’s Vocabulary List 

Farm (n) - ag operation that focuses on the production of 
field crops.  However, ranchers can farm (v) if they raise 
crops and still be ranchers.  Crops they might raise would 
most likely be dryland (non-irrigated) crops such as grain and 
alfalfa (which in many parts of the country might also be 
irrigated.)  On the other hand, someone can raise hay 
(irrigated native grasses w/potential of other introduced 
species) and be a hay farmer and not be a rancher! 

Farmer - one who farms and/or lives on a farm.  This tends 
to apply to all ag operations in the east.  (For example 
dairymen are usually farmers not ranchers, however, 
ranchers can raise milk cows and still not be farmers.) 

Rancher - one who lives on a ranch and raises livestock 
(cattle, sheep - new, more exotic species may stretch this 
traditional definition!)  But when you get right down to it all 
ranchers are really grass farmers because their operations 
depend upon management of this critical crop, whether they 
are raising grass for forage in their pastures or putting up hay 
to feed their animals in the winter. 

Ranch (v) or (n) - the act of ranching or the physical location 
where a rancher lives or operates from.  Farmers are never 
considered to be ranchers even if they own livestock - go 
figure.  Maybe it’s because of those overalls they wear! 

Preg-check - every fall ranchers and/or farmers often have 
the local vet (veterinarian-Ob/Gyn) come out and physically 
examine their cows to see if they are open. 

Open - not bred, destined to become culled if pregnancy was 
the intended outcome. 

Cull (v) or (n) - destined to be shipped - no longer 
productive.  Despite any emotional attachments the ranchers, 
farmers, or their families might have to any specific animal, 
they feel impelled to remind those making the request to 
“give Bessy one more chance” that the object here is to make 
money and an animal that doesn’t produce merely is 
consuming resources without any potential economic return. 

Ship (v) - not to be confused with ocean going vessels.
Shipping is usually done via semi trucks with livestock trailers 
and is the most commonly accepted method of getting 
livestock to market. 

Cattle - collective generic term for bovine herds.  Dairy cattle 
are bred to produce milk; beef cattle are bred to produce 
beef.   Do not confuse the two with producers! 

Bull - male of the bovine species; usually considered to be a 

nuisance for about 10 months out of the year.  They know 
what their purpose in life is and they pursue it with diligence. 

Cow - female of the bovine species; usually signifies an 
animal that has had a calf.   DO NOT get between them and 
their calves!  Holsteins are the breed most often associated 
with the generic term of “cow”.  They are black and white 
spotted and are dairy cattle – not beef! 

Calf - Bovine baby or adolescent.  Male calves are called bull 
calves till they are castrated, females are called heifer calves. 

Heifer - young female cow; typically refers to one that has 
either not been bred or hasn’t had a calf, even up to the point 
where they are called “first calvers” meaning they are still 
referred to as heifers but are either pregnant with their 1st calf 
or just had it.  This term is not to be confused with “Hereford” 
which is a breed of cattle!  Different breeds are a whole other 
discussion!

Yearling - either a steer or heifer that is a year old.  This is 
most often the age that they are processed as beef and 
accompanying by-products.  Dealing with them can best be 
compared to trying to direct or discipline wayward teenagers. 

Steer - a male bovine that has been castrated (neutered).
The hope is here that they will be more interested in eating 
than continually searching for romantic interludes. This is 
typically the animal that provides choice dining experiences!
However, heifers can be spayed (neutered) and ran as beef 
animals if they don’t make the grade for breeding stock. 

“Working” cattle - generic term for getting the cows in for 
any variety of reasons: vaccination, branding, doctoring, 
sorting, preg-checking, shipping.  It is not meant to imply 
cattle that are in search of gainful employment or are being 
farmed out in unfair labor practices. 

“Running” cattle - generic term for the act of raising cattle or 
owning them during one of the aforementioned stages of their 
life cycle.  It is not meant to suggest that the cattle wear 
spandex and regularly trot down the road with the rest of the 
joggers, or that this heinous form of exercise is forced upon 
them.  When they run, it is of their own free will. 

Moisture – collective term for any type of precipitation, which 
is most generally welcome and downright necessary for the 
above-mentioned grass farmers. Ag landowners fear most of 
all the lack of…but tend to dislike any form in excess; farmers 
dread hail, mountain ranchers frown on rain during haying 
season and can become annoyed at city dwelling skiers who 
proclaim “Good news, it’s snowing again in the mountains.”

CCALT: How to Speak “Ag”
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VLT: How to Truly Listen



Conservation Easement Stewardship104

VLT: How to Truly Listen
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VLT: How to Truly Listen
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VLT: How to Truly Listen
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VLT: How to Truly Listen
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VLT: How to Truly Listen
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VLT: How to Truly Listen
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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BAOSC: Model Second Generation Procedures and Forms
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TNC, Wyoming: Land Stewardship News



Landowner Relationships 129

TNC, Wyoming: Land Stewardship News
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TNC, Wyoming: Land Stewardship News
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TNC, Wyoming: Land Stewardship News
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TTLC Conservation Easement Management Maps

Conservation Management Guidelines
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TTLC Conservation Easement Management Maps

Aerial Photo with Special Nature Areas
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VLT: Stewards of the Land
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VLT: Stewards of the Land
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VLT: Stewards of the Land
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JUDGING FROM ITS
BROAD APPLICATION
in many different con-
texts, the word “stew-
ardship” has more res-
onance today than it
ever has. At a basic level,
stewardship of land
and natural resources
means caring for land
in ways that ensure the
sustainability of conser-
vation values. The word
“stewardship” embod-
ies three concepts:
responsibility, care of
land, and management
of land for the benefit of future generations. The key ingre-
dients in whether land is being responsibly cared for are the
landowner, and to a lesser extent, the land trust, and their
relationship to each other. While for many years the land
conservation community has focused on a narrower concept
of “stewardship” as monitoring and enforcing actions that are
essential to the durability and integrity of conservation ease-
ments, in reality, these are part of a broad range of activities
that come under the stewardship banner.

Recognizing how pivotal landowner relations are to their
long-term stewardship success, many land trusts have sub-
stantially enhanced their stewardship outreach and services
in the past few years, using an evolving array of approaches.
The common thread of all such programs is a desire to
strengthen the bond between landowners and land trusts,
with the ultimate goal of achieving the best level of land
stewardship possible. But how do you create a good, working
partnership, in which both the land trust and the landowner
understand and take actions to ensure the long-term health
of the land’s conservation values?

The word “stewardship” has several definitions for land
conservation: monitoring and enforcing conservation ease-

ments; actively manag-
ing lands to encourage
and sustain ecological
health and diversity;
and engaging a commu-
nity in activities that
sustain the natural
resources it values or
on which it depends.
Easement-holding land
trusts should be
involved in all of these
stewardship activities
in order to maintain
credible easement pro-
grams, ensure that the
land is well taken care

of, and gain community support. For many organizations the
challenge of simply doing the deal is hard enough; finding
the time and resources for ongoing work with landowners
and the community seems like a luxury. But, as some of the
most successful land trusts in the country are discovering,
these programs are crucial to a land trust’s success.

In 2003, as part of its strategic planning process, the Land
Trust Alliance (LTA) convened a 27-member advisory com-
mittee on Stewardship and Easement Excellence to recom-
mend how to guide land trusts in the stewardship and
defense of easement-protected land. Natural resource and
stewardship professionals from land trusts and environmen-
tal organizations examined the role land trusts can play in
managing land and natural resources to sustain ecological
values. This article reports on the most important findings of
that group, and describes ways that landowners and land
trusts are working together to enhance or sustain important
conservation values. The advisory panel coined the term
“Partners in Stewardship” to refer to a range of activities
designed to maintain or enhance land resource values
through stronger working relationships between land trusts
and landowners.

Partners in Stewardship
by Marty Zeller

An oak savanna in the process of being restored at Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation’s
Snyder Farm, one of the demonstration farms they own.
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Partners in Stewardship Activities

Conservation easements are an important, but not the only
tool employed to protect or sustain the conservation values
and functions of a property. In fact, as legal instruments that only
restrict or preclude harmful activities, conservation easements
are limited in their ability to influence land stewardship
activities positively. Rather, it is the active and adaptable man-
agement exercised by countless landowners in response to
changing conditions that has helped to sustain conservation
values and functions. In addition to monitoring and enforce-
ment of conservation easements, many land trusts are aware
of the benefits of assisting landowners with their stewardship
responsibilities to maintain or enhance natural resource values.

Recognizing that engaging landowners is the key to both good
land stewardship and reduced risk of easement violations, Partners
in Stewardship activities and programs focus on improving
landowner relationships. Enhanced landowner relationships
can take place at every step in the process of creating a conser-
vation easement, or totally outside of a conservation easement.

Building stronger relationships with landowners and with
the community requires concerted action by the land trust.
To be successful, land trust staff and volunteers need good
communications skills and should have the ability to trans-
late scientific information into useful, practical language.
Land trusts are also finding that having landowners,
researchers and practitioners on their boards can help them
build stronger landowner and community relationships. 

The following chart identifies the range of Partners in
Stewardship activities identified by LTA’s advisors. Activities
on the chart move from a basic informational level on the left
to more active partnerships as the continuum moves to the
right. The graphic also illustrates the rising level of landown-
er interaction and land trust engagement as one moves
across the spectrum.

Components of Partners in Stewardship

Each of the categories of Partners in Stewardship pro-
grams is described below, with examples of organizations that
utilize them. These examples come from an informal survey
of 25 land trusts and conservation organizations conducted
by Conservation Partners, a land conservation and rural plan-

ning firm, and sponsored by the INNW Fund in 2002.
Landowner Outreach: Virtually all land trusts practice some
form of landowner outreach, usually through the use of infor-
mational or educational activities to help landowners sustain
conservation values in managing their lands. Outreach activities
provide landowners with important basic information about
resource management. Land trusts use these activities to ini-
tiate or advance relationships with landowners. Information
is provided on topics such as weed or non-native invasive species
management, forestry practices, restoration techniques,
wildlife enhancements, and appropriate land management for
living in a particular place (i.e., water law, fencing, nuisances,
etc.). Outreach is accomplished through a variety of media
including newsletters, publications, Web sites, field trips, tours
and special events.
• Example 

Each summer the Teton Regional Land Trust in Driggs,
Idaho, hosts “Stories from the Land.” The land trust invites
the community to share in stories told by some of the area’s
old-timers. The intent of  the program is to help cultivate a
sense of place and rekindle a connection to the land. The
“stories” events are held in a setting revered by local people—
for example, in an old community hall, or at the historic

A “Stories from the Land” gathering, hosted by the Teton Regional
Land Trust.

Basic Active (greater potential for improved stewardship)
• Limited land trust capacity • Enhanced capacity/strong partners 
• Engage landowners • Partner with landowners
• Modest impact on resource conditions • Major impact on resource conditions

Landowner
Outreach

Landowner
Relations and
Recognition

Landowner
Services &
Technical
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Hollingshead Homestead, or on a scenic riverbank on an
easement property. Michael Whitfield, executive director of
the Teton Regional Land Trust, says, “We gather as a com-
munity, host a potluck, and honor our invited old-
timers. Their stories usually precipitate a general sharing of
stories from the audience; everyone chimes in, and the tales
get tall. These events have gone a long ways toward nurtur-
ing a sense of place in our communities, and have brought
interested easement donors to the Teton Regional Land Trust.”
Landowner Relations and Recognition: Through landowner
relations and recognition programs, landowners receive
more personalized attention than can be gained from out-
reach materials, and they obtain support or encouragement
for their land stewardship activities. In turn, the land trust
benefits from a corps of landowners with a personal connec-
tion to the organization whose activities demonstrate good
stewardship practices. In addition, the land trust gains a
much better understanding of the landowner’s perspective on
land management issues. Activities might include enhanced
monitoring visits, stewardship awards, informational meet-
ings with existing or successor landowners, events focusing
on the working landscape, publications for landowners, infor-
mation on public enhancement and restoration programs,
landowner newsletters, videos and training programs.  
• Example

The Vermont Land Trust (VLT) has fully integrated stew-
ardship into its easement process and views the establish-
ment of personal relationships with landowners as the key to
success.  For its landowners, VLT provides practical and edu-
cational seminars and connections to state and federal
resource agencies and cost-share programs. It maximizes the
benefits of monitoring visits by providing resources and fol-
low-up if requested. VLT has an electronic database on every
landowner with histories of interactions. Through VLT’s suc-
cessor landowner program, staff meet with new owners of
conserved land to introduce the land trust to them and to ori-
ent the new owners to their conservation easement as well
as the resources available to them to manage their land. VLT
makes sure that its landowners hear from the land trust reg-
ularly. “We put a lot of effort into landowner relations,” says
Preston Bristow, landowner services coordinator. “We’re con-
vinced that if landowners can relate to us on an individual basis,
and know that we are fair, honest, decent people who are
trustworthy, then they’ll be less likely to violate their ease-
ments, and they’ll see us as a resource that’s there for them.” 

VLT produces a newsletter, “Stewards of the Land,” three
times a year that has a feature story about an owner of con-
served land and his or her approach to good stewardship.
They rotate the focus among farms, forest, recreation land
and large residential tracts so that all landowners’ views are
heard. Past issues have covered topics such as public access,
forestry management, farmers working with the Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and wildlife habitat
management. “We like to make the landowner feel special,

and that’s exactly what happens when they see themselves
highlighted in the newsletter,” says Bristow.

For working farm projects, VLT works with NRCS to pro-
duce farm conservation plans that often lead to financial sup-
port for better pollution and erosion controls. After the ease-
ment transaction, VLT works with NRCS to solve problems
observed in the field, such as stream and wetland protection
that not only promotes better stewardship but also avoids
easement violations. “The simple fact is that improving your
landowner relations does take a lot of work, but it’s not rock-
et science; it just takes attention to details,” says Bristow. 
Landowner Services and Technical Assistance: Increasingly,
land trust programs, services and personnel are being dedi-
cated to helping landowners obtain resources, regulatory approval
and services that enable them to improve or initiate land
stewardship activities. Through these services, landowners receive
direct assistance or referral to other capable partners in plan-
ning, developing and carrying out stewardship and restora-
tion activities. In the process, land trusts build trust and cred-
ibility with landowners and help ensure that management
activities are tailored to the conservation values on the site.
For example, these activities might include assisting with
applications for funding or establishing connections to feder-
al and state agencies such as NRCS; preparing resource man-
agement plans; providing contacts to contractors; perform-
ing, designing or overseeing management or restoration
activities; and providing connections to other landowners for
management and leasing of lands.
• Example

“The Potomac Conservancy is working to protect lands
vital to the health, beauty, and enjoyment of the Potomac
River and its tributaries. NRCS field staff provide a critical
link to a range of conservation services, including restoration,
farm and forest management, and resources for best man-
agement practices,” says Meredith Lathbury, director of land
protection at the Potomac Conservancy in Virginia. “Simply
protecting the land with conservation easements may not be

Vermont Land Trust
sends a newsletter,
“Stewards of the Land,” 
to its landowners three
times a year to share
information, highlight 
particular landowners 
and keep the land 
trust in all of their
landowners’ minds.

Exchange: Partners in Stewardship



Landowner Relationships 143

Winter 2004 19

Exchange

enough to improve water quality and wildlife habitat,”
Lathbury explains.

The partnership between the Potomac Conservancy and
NRCS helps provide landowners with access to cost-share pro-
grams that aid them with resource and conservation improve-
ments. The Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program,
for example, offers expertise and financial assistance to farm-
ers and other qualifying property owners interested in restor-
ing their stream- and river-side lands. In turn, the Potomac
Conservancy provides training to NRCS staff about conserva-
tion easements, including the tax benefits related to ease-
ment donations, and opportunities for easement purchase
programs. The partnership with NRCS helps provide a frame-
work for targeting land protection efforts along particular
tributaries and helps leverage land trust efforts. For many
rural landowners, the local NRCS staff are a trusted source for
advice and information that can provide an entree for land
trusts to discuss permanent protection options.
Active Management: This category includes planning and
land management activities undertaken and funded jointly by
the land trust and landowner in order to meet common stew-
ardship or land restoration goals. In some cases this includes
projects undertaken on land trust-owned or -controlled lands
to demonstrate best management practices or experiment
with new land management or restoration approaches.
Responsibility and risk for implementation of resource stew-
ardship activities are shared between landowner and land
trust, and the land trust is an active, contributing partner in
the design and implementation of stewardship activities.
With active management, land trusts have a greater involve-
ment in stewardship activities and outcomes that are specif-
ically designed to enhance conservation values and func-
tions. Some land trusts find that owning land gives them
greater credibility when interacting with landowners, while
also giving them firsthand experience in dealing with the
challenges of owning and managing land.

Projects for fencing riparian areas for grazing manage-
ment, reseeding or reforesting lands with native species, and
running trials of various restoration techniques are just a few
possible activities under active management.
• Example

The Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation (INHF) owns
seven farms that serve to demonstrate good land stewardship
and the results of successful partnering with the Natural
Resources Conservation Service to enhance conservation val-
ues. As a result of these demonstrations and the partnership
with NRCS, INHF has had greater ability to attract easement
donations and improve the conservation climate in their
region. They find that the power of stewardship services is
that they offer a new way to establish landowner relation-
ships that can lead to permanent protection of land. INHF
sees the key to successful stewardship in partnerships with a
variety of agencies and nonprofits that complement the serv-
ices that it provides. While owning and managing land is
challenging, INHF maintains that it is a manageable burden.
Moreover, several land trusts indicate that income from the
operation of the properties can be substantial. In INHF’s
case, the organization receives income from leasing farms to
capable operators and from harvesting native plant seeds
from prairies that it owns. 

Mark Ackelson, president of INHF, says, “Stewardship,
demonstrations of conservation practices, natural resource
restorations, land ownership and management and partners are
all important elements of a comprehensive land protection
program. Stewardship is a constant learning—and teaching—
opportunity. Stewardship is a powerful tool to demonstrate
commitment and understanding of natural resources and
land management needs. It brings us closer to landowners
and communities, and attracts broader support.”
Research: A few land trusts are involved in sponsoring or
conducting research in land management techniques or
innovations with the objective of evaluating the effectiveness of
new approaches for practical application on privately managed
properties. These land trusts find that research activities,
often in partnership with educational institutions, increase
the influence and credibility of the land trust in dealing with
landowners on stewardship activities, and help to improve the
overall quality of resource management in the area. Typically
these programs are related to working forestry or agricultural
landscapes where land stewardship is evolving and a combi-
nation of knowledge gained by longtime land managers and
science come together to experiment with emerging approaches
and applications. Maintaining continuous forest inventory plots
on various properties, conducting long-term water quality
surveys, experimenting with fire applications, and applying
various rotational grazing practices to improve rangeland
health fall under this category.
• Example

The Tall Timbers Research Station that runs the Red Hills
Conservation Program was established “…to foster exemplary

Bill Whittle of the Virginia Cooperative Extension presents information
about the economic benefits of participating in the Conservation Reserve
Enhancement Program at a landowner workshop held in partnership
between Potomac Conservancy and NRCS.
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land stewardship through research, conservation and educa-
tion.” Focusing on the distinctive 300,000-acre Red Hills land-
scape of South Georgia and North Florida, the organization,
in conjunction with partners, performs basic research on
ecosystem functions to guide new approaches for fire, forest
and wildlife management. In addition, Tall Timbers holds an
international conference each year on pineland forest man-
agement that highlights its own research, and another inter-
national conference every two years on fire ecology and for-
est management. This science-driven approach to land man-
agement places them at the center of evolving land manage-
ment approaches, adds credibility to their mission and produc-
tively engages scientists in the practical application of research.
Kevin McGorty, director of the Red Hills Conservation
Program, explains how important the link between land pro-
tection programs and research is: “As a regional land trust
specializing in natural habitat conservation easements we
are dependent on scientific-based adaptative management
practices that conserve both working forest landscapes and
environmentally significant lands.”

Conclusion

Working cooperatively with their landowners to sustain

and improve the health of land, more and more land trusts
are finding growth in the breadth and impact of their con-
servation work. They find that enhanced landowner relations
build a more effective organization, greater credibility in the
community, opportunities for partnering and increased
financial support. Land trusts that engage in Partners in
Stewardship activities acknowledge that it takes substantial
time and resources, but stress that building personal relation-
ships is the best way to advance land management practices
and ultimately ensure that conservation values in easements
are maintained and enhanced. Increasingly, stewardship
activities are becoming central to the missions of many land
trusts that believe that the ultimate goal of land conservation
is sustaining the health of the land through enhanced rela-
tions with landowners. P

Marty Zeller is president of Conservation Partners, Inc., a land
conservation and rural planning firm specializing in community-
based strategies that protect lands with high conservation or
natural resource values. The Colorado-based organization
works with landowners and land trusts throughout the Rocky
Mountain West to develop conservation plans and strategies
tailored to financial, family, tax and conservation objectives.
Zeller is a frequent presenter at LTA Rallies.

New Publications Available from LTA! For more information go to www.LTA.org

The Nonprofit Membership Toolkit (2003) 
by Ellis M. M. Robinson
Membership is the lifeblood of any successful land trust. This valuable resource for managers and executive
directors of both new and well-established organizations presents step-by-step information on how to
create, manage and sustain a dynamic membership program that will help your organization thrive.
291 pp., plus downloadable sample documents from the Web.   Organizational members $35; Others $41.

Conservation Options: A Landowner’s Guide
Revised and updated with the 2003 tax information! (2003) 
by the Land Trust Alliance
No other publication offers so much information about how to conserve open spaces! Updated in 2003 to
reflect the most current tax law, with a slot for a business card, a pocket for your land trust brochure, and
a place on the back to affix your land trust logo. This is an effective ‘leave behind’ piece for prospective
conservation easement donors that explains the tools and tax benefits of private land conservation.  57 pp.
Quantities of 1-49, Organizational Members $7; Others $8.50.

Conservancy: The Land Trust Movement in America (2003) 
by Richard Brewer 
A must-read for people interested in land conservation! Written for land trust members, volunteers and
supporters, this is the first comprehensive treatment of land trusts that combines a historical overview
of the movement with more specific information on the different kinds of land trusts that exist and the
problems they face.  348 pp.   Organizational Members $20; Others $23.50.

Exchange: Partners in Stewardship



Landowner Relationships 145

Additional Resources

Books 
A Complaint Is a Gift: Using Customer Feedback as a Strategic Tool, by 
Janelle Barlow and Claus Moller (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler 
Publishers, 1996).

The Conservation Easement Handbook, by Elizabeth Byers and Karin 
Marchetti Ponte (Washington, DC: The Trust for Public Land and 
the Land Trust Alliance, 2005).

The Power of a Positive No: How to Say No and Still Get to Yes, by William 
Ury (New York: Bantam Dell, 2007).

Research Reports
Conservation Capacity and Enforcement Capability: A Research Report, by 
Sylvia Bates (Washington, DC: Land Trust Alliance, 2007). Available 
on The Learning Center, the Land Trust Alliance online training 
center (http://learningcenter.lta.org).

Cost-Effective Strategies for Conserving Private Land: An Economic 
Analysis for Land Trusts and Policy Makers, by Dominic P. Parker 
(Washington, DC: Property and Environment Research Center, 
October 2002). Available at www.perc.org.

The Nature Conservancy National Easement Study: Issues, Insights and 
Tips for Practitioners, by Lynn Lozier, Christine Hall, et al. (2005). 
Available on The Learning Center’s library (search Rally 2005 work-
shop D19 at http://learningcenter.lta.org). 
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Check Your Progress 

Before continuing on to the next chapter, check that you can:

l	Explain to others in your land trust why building strong rela-
tionships with owners of easement protected properties is the 
foundation of conservation easement stewardship

l	Explain the techniques and tools used by land trusts to build 
strong relationships with landowners

l	Determine if there are properties where the land trust should 
also develop a relationship with the land manager, lessee 
or other party involved with the conservation easement 
protected property

l	Describe how annual monitoring of the conservation ease-
ment (described in chapter 4) can be used as one of the ways 
to build strong landowner relationships

l	Know how to identify and manage a relationship with a land-
owner who is also an insider to the organization 

l	Designate a person in your land trust to respond promptly 
and knowledgeably to landowner requests for information 
about his or her conservation easement

l	Evaluate whether your land trust should create more formal 
means of landowner outreach, including newsletters, events, 
workshops or landowner recognition activities

l	Evaluate whether assisting the landowner in securing good 
land management advice (through referrals, workshops and 
other means) will help advance the land trust’s conservation 
and public outreach goals

l	Create a written description of your land trust’s activities or 
philosophy with respect to landowner outreach and land-
owner relationships

l	Have strategies to work with landowners in difficult situations 
in ways that do the least harm to the relationship with the 
landowner

l	Choose a way or ways for the land trust to know when an 
easement property has changed hands

l	Know when to meet with a new owner of easement-protected 
land

l	Develop tools (such as fact sheets) for meeting with new owners 
of easement protected property to explain the terms of the 
conservation easement and the land trust’s monitoring protocols, 
and to build an ongoing relationship with the new owner
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Chapter Three • Using Baseline 
Documentation Reports

Practice 11B: Baseline Documentation Report
For every easement, the land trust has a baseline documentation report (that includes a baseline 
map) prepared prior to closing and signed by the landowner at closing. The report documents 
the important conservation values protected by the easement and the relevant conditions of the 
property as necessary to monitor and enforce the easement. In the event that seasonal condi-
tions prevent the completion of a full baseline documentation report by closing, a schedule 
for finalizing the full report and an acknowledgement of interim data [that for donations and 
bargain sales meets Treasury Regulations §1.170A-14(g)(5)(i)] are signed by the landowner at 
closing.

Baseline documentation reports are critical for establishing the condition of the property at 
the time the easement is transferred, and are the basis of future monitoring and enforcement. 
In addition, for certain easements for which a federal tax deduction is granted, some baseline 
documentation at the time of closing is required. While it is sometimes difficult for land trusts 
to prioritize or gather all the data required, baseline reports should be completed prior to clos-
ing, and signed by the landowner and the land trust at closing. In the event of poor seasonal 
conditions for documenting the conservation values of the property, an interim baseline report 
with a finalization schedule can be signed by both parties at closing. The interim report can 
include all of the data available by the date of closing and should specify when the final report 
will be completed. The baseline documentation and any interim data should meet the require-
ments of Treas. Reg. §1.170A-14(g)(5)(i). The use of interim reports with the land trust and 
landowner’s signature and date certain for finalization has proven effective in regions of the 
country where ground conditions prevent the completion of the full baseline documentation 
report at closing. In the past, land trusts may have accepted easements without a baseline docu-
mentation report. In these cases, the land trust should have a plan for completing documenta-
tion for all easements. 

— From the Background to the 2004 revisions of Land Trust Standards and Practices
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Learning Objectives

As a result of studying this chapter, you should be able to:

Explain the value and uses of a baseline documentation report •	

with respect to monitoring conservation easements
Explain who uses the baseline documentation report and when•	

Use a baseline documentation report map to locate a property •	

on the ground
Use a photo point map (and/or GPS coordinates) in the base-•	

line documentation report to locate photo points on the ground
Explain how land trusts address easement amendments and •	

supplement information in baseline documentation reports

Summary

Baseline documentation reports are a critical component of an ease-
ment stewardship program. A report is required by the IRS for tax-
deductible conservation easement donations and is an essential tool 
for the land trust, regardless of whether an income tax deduction was 
taken by the grantor. A baseline documentation report contains impor-
tant information that is generally not included in the conservation 
easement itself, such as photographs and maps, which substantiate the 
conservation values being protected and illustrates how the easement 
meets the public benefit. The report helps the land trust understand the 
changes that occur on the protected property over time and provides a 
foundation for monitoring and enforcement activities.

Baseline documentation reports are used in a variety of ways. They are 
an educational resource for the land trust, providing background infor-
mation to new staff, volunteers or consultants who are charged with 
monitoring the properties or handling stewardship issues. During 
monitoring and enforcement, they provide the property’s initial 
condition against which change can be evaluated. They may serve as 
a communication tool for the land trust when discussing the conser-
vation relevance of protected properties and how they relate to the 
landscape and other land protection efforts in the area. Furthermore, 
the baseline documentation report will be needed if and when an ease-
ment is violated, particularly if legal action is contemplated. 

Given the importance of baseline documentation reports, easement 
holders should set standards for their contents, ensure their comple-

This chapter does not present the 
basics of preparing baseline docu-

mentation reports. For detailed 
information about the contents 

and preparation of baselines, 
see the Land Trust Alliance’s 

course “Conservation Easement 
Drafting and Documentation.” 
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tion in a timely fashion, understand how to use them, and know how 
and when to supplement the baseline materials to address their stew-
ardship needs.

Evaluate Your Practices 

Conduct a quick evaluation of your organization’s understanding of 
how to use baseline documentation reports, giving your organization 
one point for every “yes” answer. Scores are shown at the end, along 
with guidance about these questions.

Does your organization:

1. Understand the reasons why a baseline documentation report 
should be prepared for every conservation easement the orga-
nization accepts?

2. Understand how baseline documentation reports are used with 
respect to easement monitoring?

3. Understand how to use the baseline documentation report to 
locate the property and its specific features?

4. Use a photo point map (and/or GPS coordinates) in the baseline 
documentation report to locate photo points on the ground?

5. Have a policy or procedure on how to address easement 
amendments and supplement information in the baseline 
documentation report?

If your organization scores:

 5:  Great! Your organization clearly understands the benefits of 
having thorough baseline documentation reports and is well 
on its way to excellence. This course may help you refine how 
you use baseline materials. Consider sending the Land Trust 
Alliance samples of your materials to share with others (e-
mail learn@lta.org).

 3–4:  Good, but there is room for improvement. A complete 
understanding of baseline documentation reports and 
the benefits they provide will enhance your organization’s 
already good practices.

 0–2:  It is time to gain a thorough understanding of baseline 
documentation reports, why they are necessary, how they 



Conservation Easement Stewardship152

are prepared, what they should contain and how they are 
used to assure your organization is preparing itself for the 
perpetual stewardship of its easements.

Guidance

1. The baseline report documents the existing condition of the 
property at the time of the easement conveyance and there-
fore serves as a baseline for the land trust to measure all future 
changes on the property. The baseline report forms the basis for 
future monitoring and enforcement of the easement.

2. Easement monitoring is a critical part of easement steward-
ship. The baseline report forms the basis for monitoring and 
can help the monitor understand what he or she needs to 
look for on the property. The report will also help the monitor 
familiarize him- or herself with the location and characteris-
tics of the property, the easement’s terms and how the property 
has changed over time. The content of the baseline report also 
helps inform the monitoring report.

3. Baseline documentation reports should include directions to 
the property and/or location maps that provide enough detail 
that anyone can find the easement property. Baseline reports 
should also contain photographs and reference maps, including 
a map that depicts the easement’s boundaries and significant 
features. Maps may include an easement map, baseline photog-
raphy map, survey or plat map. The materials may also contain 
Global Positioning System (GPS) coordinates or compass 
readings to help identify specific locations on the property.

4. To ensure the baseline report contains accurate information, 
land trusts should have a baseline photo point map that is 
keyed to where photographs were taken on the property. Land 
trusts may use a GPS unit, compass readings, reference land-
marks or other distinguishing features to assist in locating 
photo points.

5. Land trust personnel cannot alter the original baseline report, 
but they can and should correct for mistakes and provide 
supplemental materials and updates. Over time, land trusts 
collect additional information (such as photographs) to docu-
ment the changes occurring on the land, add material relevant 
to easement amendments and so forth. Some land trusts 
incorporate these changes in a supplemental baseline report 
or update; others note them in their monitoring reports. 



Using Baseline Documentation Reports 153

Personnel should also follow land trust protocols for such 
documentation. Being consistent, setting standards and main-
taining records are paramount given the importance of baseline 
documentation to easement enforcement. 

Overview of Baseline Documentation

Baseline documentation reports may be called by different names — 
baselines, BDRs, baseline inventories, baseline data, baseline study, 
baseline packet, or easement documentation reports. Whatever the 
name, their purpose is the same: to record the condition of the prop-
erty at the time a conservation easement is granted to form the basis for 
future monitoring and enforcement, if necessary, of the easement over 
time. Baseline documentation establishes the initial conditions against 
which performance under the easement is measured and against which 
changes (both man-made and natural) to the land are evaluated. A 
well-prepared baseline report substantiates assumptions set forth in 
the easement document and provides support for the easement’s quali-
fication under the Internal Revenue Code conservation purposes test 
and evidence of the public benefit the easement provides.

A baseline documentation report is not necessarily the same as the 
document biologists refer to as a “baseline inventory.” A biological 
baseline inventory is a thorough scientific evaluation and listing of the 
flora, fauna and sometimes other natural and geographic features of a 
piece of land. If a conservation easement is intended to protect biolog-
ical resources on a property, aspects of a biological baseline inventory 
may be incorporated into a baseline documentation report, but not all 
easements will require this level of scientific assessment of a property’s 
biological resources.

Well-prepared baselines can serve a valuable role in ensuring the 
perpetuity of the conservation easement it amplifies. A baseline should 
always ensure that its contents are specific to the property in question 
and the terms of the easement encumbering the land. The contents of 
the baseline should be limited to the subject and terms of the easement. 
The contents should be specific and measurable. In other words, simple 
conclusions such as the property provides “good habitat” or protects 
“scenic views” is not sufficient; additional data should be included so 
that these conclusions are fully substantiated. For example, you may 
write: “The property contains habitat for elk and bear with two miles 
of scenic vistas visible from Route 2” and then provide photos, maps, 

Baseline documentation report: A 
record of the conservation values 
identified in the easement and the 
relevant conditions of the property 
used to monitor and enforce the 
easement. It contains maps, photo-
graphs and text and is signed by 
the landowner and land trust at or 
before closing.

Biological baseline inventory: A 
thorough scientific evaluation and 
listing of the flora, fauna and some-
times other natural and geographic 
features of a piece of land.

The contents of the baseline 
should be limited to the subject 
and terms of the easement. 
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wildlife habitat studies and so forth to support your statement. Maps 
and photo reference points should be easily related to conditions on 
the ground, and photo points should be replicable over time. The base-
line should be understandable and clear, so that a new landowner will 
easily comprehend why his or her property was conserved. 

Anyone preparing or using a baseline should understand that it is a 
living document, to be updated or supplemented over time to reflect 
relevant changes that occur on the land. Therefore, baselines must 
be created, maintained and stored according to established policies 
and procedures. For more information on storing baselines, see the 
Land Trust Alliance course “Managing Conservation Easements in 
Perpetuity.”

Baseline Reports: A Communication Tool

Do you think easement landowners would be enthusiastic about review-
ing “purposes” statements and “whereas” clauses in their conservation 
easements? Probably not. If a land trust wants to review the conser-
vation importance of an easement property with a landowner, base-
line documentation can be an excellent starting point. This approach 
is helpful whether the landowner is the original easement grantor, an 
heir to the original landowner or a successor landowner who is unfa-
miliar with the original easement conveyance.

Landowners know why their property is special to them, and they 
may assume that is why the land trust is involved as well. However, 
the reasons that a land trust holds a conservation easement on a 
given property may be different from the landowner’s reasons for 
owning and protecting the land. The baseline documentation report 
can be used as a communication tool to discuss the conservation 
relevance of the property with the landowner. For example, an ease-
ment steward may review the photographs, maps and other baseline 
documentation with the landowner to break the ice when starting a 
monitoring visit. Or the land trust may review the baseline materi-
als with the landowner when resolving an easement issue, using the 
baseline to illustrate how the problem may affect protected conser-
vation values. 

In general, the baseline materials can help inform or remind the land-
owner of the conservation relevance of the property beyond the protec-
tion of its scenic beauty. Baseline reports that show proximity to other 

A baseline is a living document 
to be supplemented over time 

to reflect relevant changes that 
occur on the land.
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protected lands or other important conservation features may also help 
communicate the land trust’s conservation goals to the landowner. 

Baselines are particularly valuable as a tool for communicating with 
successor landowners. In the introductory meeting with a new owner, 
the land trust may review the baseline report to explain the property’s 
conservation importance. Maps and other material from the baseline 
report can help the landowner understand the location and physical 
characteristics of special protected features on the property. Such a 
meeting can be a great opportunity to build the new relationship on 
a positive note. Once the landowner understands why the property 
was protected, then the land trust can review the terms of the ease-
ment and show how specific baseline report information relates to the 
easement’s particular terms. The land trust can also explain how this 
information could be used when the landowner contemplates future 
land management activities. 

Baseline documentation reports include a statement signed by the 
land trust and original landowner stating that the baseline report 
represents the existing conditions of the property at the time the 
easement was granted. These signatures may help convey to succes-
sor landowners the significance of the conservation easement and the 
seriousness of the land trust’s stewardship obligation. When review-
ing the baseline materials, the land trust can also discuss how it meets 
Land Trust Standards and Practices, how it meets IRS requirements 
for donated easements, and any additional protocols the land trust has 
adopted to ensure that the baseline documentation meets its needs. 
The land trust might consider giving landowners a copy of its base-
line documentation policy or a one-page summary to reinforce this 
message.

A land trust should provide successor landowners with a copy of the 
baseline documentation report, along with the conservation easement. 
The baseline report provides information on the property that is gener-
ally not contained in the easement, and the baseline may also substan-
tiate statements in the easement. It may be appropriate to provide 
copies of the baseline report to any land manager associated with 
the property — caretakers, farmers or foresters. Tall Timbers Land 
Conservancy in Florida, for example, adapts topographical maps from 
its baseline reports to show special use areas, inserts a brief description 
of the restrictions and gives these materials to land managers of the 
organization’s easement properties (see page 132). 

Baselines are particularly valuable 
as a tool for communicating with 
successor landowners.

A land trust should provide 
successor landowners with a  
copy of the baseline documen-
tation report, along with the 
conservation easement.
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It is best to provide the baseline documentation report in a binder or 
something similar so all the materials are kept together for easy access. 
Land trusts can provide the information electronically to the land-
owner as well for general reference. 

A land trust should define (with legal advice) its protocol for supplying 
copies of the baseline report. Is the copy to be provided an exact dupli-
cation of the original, complete with, for example, color photographs 
and maps, or will it contain photocopies of the original materials? Will 
the copy be in color or black and white? If actual photographic film 
was used for the original baseline documentation photographs, will 
the land trust obtain copies of the negatives, or will it photocopy the 
photographs instead? The land trust should be careful to accurately 
represent what it is giving to the landowner. If the baseline report is 
not an exact replica, then the land trust may want to provide a written 
statement along with the copy explaining how the copy differs from 
the original kept by the land trust. If the land trust provides a digital 
copy, it should do so in a way that minimizes the potential for tamper-
ing, and the land trust should clarify which copy is the official, original 
baseline documentation report. For more information, see Practices 
2D, Records Policy, and 9G, Recordkeeping, and Volume II of the 
Land Trust Alliance course “Nonprofit Law and Recordkeeping for 
Land Trusts.”

Baseline Reports: An Information Resource

The baseline documentation report is also a great way to share infor-
mation about an easement property within the land trust. For a new 
staff person or volunteer charged with monitoring a property, the base-
line report is a “one-stop shop” — it contains all the information about 
property characteristics, location and conservation importance that 
the monitor needs to get started. As easement stewardship representa-
tives enter and leave the organization, the baseline report files provide 
a consistently organized set of records to transfer institutional knowl-
edge, so that newcomers can easily become acquainted with easement 
properties. 

Land trusts should keep all baseline materials together as a complete 
report, so that maps, photographs, narratives and other materials are 
all available for reference. The baseline report may be in the form of 
a binder or packet in a designated filing cabinet. Some land trusts 
opt to digitize their baseline information. In either case, keeping the 
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materials together and accessible will save time when easement stew-
ards need to refer to them for monitoring purposes. Original baseline 
documentation reports must be stored in a separate, secure location 
from the working file copies.

Handling Additional Property Information

During the easement acquisition process, a land trust usually acquires 
a wide array of information about the property that is not directly 
related to the purposes or terms of the conservation easement. Perhaps 
the landowner has provided some supplementary information about 
the property that the land trust wishes to keep on hand. It is best to 
keep information that is useful but not required for baseline report 
purposes in a separate file, in accordance with the land trust’s record-
keeping policy. The baseline report meets specific legal requirements 
and should not be treated as a catch-all information file. Information 
that is not relevant to the easement terms should not be included in a 
baseline report. For example, suppose a land trust is protecting a work-
ing ranch primarily for agricultural purposes. The landowner provides 
the land trust with an archaeological inventory of the property that 
identifies some sites of possible cultural significance. The land trust 
keeps the archaeological report, maybe to use in the future for a story 
or educational program about the property’s history.  However, the land 
trust should not include the archaeological inventory in the baseline 
report, because it is not directly applicable to the conservation ease-
ment terms. Instead, keep the inventory in an ancillary stewardship file 
that contains additional information about the property. 

Baseline Reports:  
A Monitoring and Training Tool 

Conducting easement monitoring on a regular basis is an essential 
component of easement stewardship. Through annual monitoring, a 
land trust can detect changes over time, identify issues that may lead 
to a violation, address violations before the damage is irrevocable and 
provide assistance with land management issues. To monitor success-
fully, the easement steward must first be knowledgeable about the prop-
erty’s characteristics and conservation attributes; the baseline report is a 
key tool. See chapter 4 for detailed discussion of easement monitoring. 

Prior to visiting an easement property, the monitor can review the 
baseline report to become familiar with the physical layout and 

Original baseline documenta-
tion reports must be stored in a 
separate, secure location from the 
working file copies.

The baseline report meets specific 
legal requirements and should 
not be treated as a catch-all infor-
mation file. Information that 
is not relevant to the easement 
terms should not be included in a 
baseline report.
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characteristics of the property and plan the site visit. The baseline 
report may also be a used as a guide for creating an appropriate 
monitoring form for a property. Monitoring is most efficient if the 
monitor knows exactly how to get to the property, where to find the 
boundaries and what particular areas of the property need inspec-
tion. Spending time with the baseline report prior to the site visit 
also may obviate the need for additional review of materials follow-
ing the site visit. Conversely, if the baseline report is incomplete or 
nonexistent, the monitoring time will increase and monitoring will 
become even more challenging as the easement property changes 
over time. In this case, a land trust will need to allocate the resources 
to address the problem and create complete baseline reports for all 
its easements as soon as possible.

Finding the Property

Land trust personnel that create maps and materials for the baseline 
should always keep in mind that future easement monitors will look 
to the baseline report to find important property features and orient 
themselves. A good baseline map will include features that assist 
monitors in locating where they are on the property. In addition to the 
boundaries of the easement property, a baseline map should include:

Roads and access ways (provide road names, if applicable)•	

Structures (such as residential or agricultural buildings) and •	

improvements (such as fences, utility lines)
Special use areas and/or protection zones•	

Any building envelopes, building development areas or build-•	

ing exclusion zones
Waterbodies (such as rivers and streams, wetlands, mangroves •	

and bogs, lakes and ponds, ocean shoreline) 
Topography•	

Tree lines•	

Prominent features near boundary lines (whether on or off the •	

easement property) 
Other notable features, such as survey monuments, caves, rocky •	

outcroppings, cisterns, etc. 

A baseline map should also show or reference the important conserva-
tion attributes being protected. For example, if the easement protects a 
specific area for particular wildlife habitat, then the map should depict 
the area, or the baseline report should contain a separate detailed map 

If baseline reports are incomplete 
or nonexistent, a land trust  

will need to create complete 
baseline reports for all its  

easements as soon as possible.
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associated with the natural resource inventory, sufficiently detailed so 
that the monitor can find the habitat. 

Finding Photo Points

Baseline photographs document the condition of the property, and the 
visual information they contain will be useful during monitoring and 
enforcement. For example, baseline photographs may help a moni-
tor locate property boundaries or resource features, or they may be 
used as a baseline to evaluate changed property conditions. However, 
a baseline photograph taken without reference to its location on the 
property may be useless when it comes to monitoring or defending the 
easement in court. Although the location and subject of the photo-
graph may have seemed obvious at the time it was taken, properties 
and landscapes change over time, whether as a result of natural causes 
or human activities. If you had to find the location of a specific base-
line photograph could you do it? How challenging would it be, and 
how would you do it?

All photographs included in a baseline report should have accompany-
ing text that describes what the photograph is depicting and a baseline 
map showing the photo point and the direction in which the photo-
graph was taken. Land trusts use several methods to document the 
location of photo points, and this documentation should be contained 
in the baseline report so that future easement stewards may find them. 

One popular method to document the location of photo points is to 
utilize a Global Positioning System (GPS) unit to define coordinates 
of the location from which the photographs were taken. If using a 
GPS unit, it is best to find one that is reliable, accurate to the degree 
deemed appropriate for the baseline report and that does not require 
skills or resources that the land trust cannot maintain over the long 
term. The GPS coordinates of the photo points can be shown on the 
conservation easement map or a separate map in the baseline report. 
Record the coordinates in the baseline report, perhaps in a chart or in 
the text accompanying the photographs. A monitor should be able to 
reference a GPS coordinate off the photo point map and locate that 
exact spot on the property without referring to other materials. For an 
example of a map with photo points marked, see page 203.

Another method to record photo points is simply to map them, refer-
encing nearby permanent landmarks or other distinguishing features 

If using a GPS unit, find one that 
is reliable, accurate to the degree 
deemed appropriate for the base-
line, and that does not require 
skills or resources that the land 
trust cannot maintain over the 
long term.

For aerial monitoring, provide 
a few GPS coordinates for each 
property to the pilot to aid in 
locating the property from the 
air. If possible, tie the GPS points 
into a GIS system on a laptop to 
auto-track the flight course and 
auto-locate the photographs.
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on the property to assist in identifying where the photograph was 
taken. If the photo point is not located next to a landmark, the land 
trust can document the baseline photograph by measuring the distance 
and taking a compass reading from the closest landmark on the prop-
erty. The compass bearings should also be referenced in the baseline 
report (remember to correct for variations between magnetic north 
and true north if using compass directions on a topographic map). 

Baseline Reports: An Enforcement Tool

Land trusts know that it is not a question of whether conservation 
easements will be violated, but when. Although land trusts design 
stewardship programs to avert problems, violations and challenges to 
the easement inevitably occur. Land trusts must be well positioned to 
take enforcement measures when necessary. The baseline report is an 
important tool, because it establishes the condition of the property at 
the time the easement was granted and provides a point of comparison 
from which to evaluate change.

When a land trust is faced with an easement compliance issue, it may 
use the baseline report to help show the landowner that the problem 
is a potential violation, and that the landowner must rectify the situ-
ation. For example, suppose a land trust discovers signs of an active 
dump on a property while conducting annual monitoring. The ease-
ment clearly states that no new dumping of any kind is permitted. The 
easement baseline report contains photographs and maps that show 
the site was an old, inactive farm dump at the time of the easement 
conveyance. After the land trust reviews the baseline report with the 
landowner, the landowner may be persuaded that the new dumping is 
not in compliance with the easement terms and the new waste must 
be removed. 

However, some cases will involve litigation. To help ensure the base-
line report can be admissible as evidence in court, a land trust should 
take appropriate measures to ensure it is creating, maintaining and 
storing documents in a way that minimizes the potential for tamper-
ing. A land trust should have a record policy and baseline docu-
mentation report policy or procedure to address this issue. Baseline 
documentation should be signed and dated and state the affiliation 
of the signatories (e.g., the title of the land trust personnel or base-
line preparation consultant, and the landowner). Having all parties 
sign off on the contents of the baseline report will help establish the 

For quality-control purposes, 
whether using GPS or another 

method to record baseline photo 
locations, have another person 
verify the accuracy of the loca-

tions to catch errors.
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authenticity and validity of the documents. For more information 
on this subject, see Practice 9G, Recordkeeping, and the Land Trust 
Alliance courses “Nonprofit Law and Recordkeeping for Land Trusts” 
(Volume II), “Conservation Easement Drafting and Documentation” 
and “Managing Conservation Easements in Perpetuity.” 

Baseline Documentation Supplements

Because a baseline report’s primary purpose is to document the condi-
tion of the property as it existed on the day the conservation easement 
was granted, some land conservation professionals believe the baseline 
should never change. Although it is absolutely true that the original 
baseline should always be kept in its original form, without alteration, 
all baselines should be updated or supplemented over time. Because a 
land trust uses the baseline to evaluate whether conservation easement 
terms have been followed, whether reserved rights have been exer-
cised and whether affirmative obligations have been met, the baseline 
should always reflect the current state of the property. Therefore, land 
trusts must adopt policies and procedures about how to supplement 
their baseline reports to reflect changes in the land. 

Changes to the land that should be reflected in baseline updates 
include natural changes, such as those caused by wildfires, flood or 
earth movement, as well as human-made changes, including the exer-
cise of rights reserved in the conservation easement by the landowner 
(such as the right to build a new home or a new road, or subdivide the 
property), or the fact that certain restoration or enhancement actions 
were conducted on the property. In other words, a complete baseline 
documentation report will thoroughly document the condition of the 
property as of the date of the easement and then reflect all applica-
ble changes to the land since that time. In addition, some land trusts 
choose to update their baselines whenever the land changes ownership 
or is subdivided to reflect the new ownership and contact informa-
tion for the new owner(s). Others choose to record these ownership 
changes in monitoring reports and/or their stewardship database. Any 
updates to the baseline report should be described in a narrative that 
relates to any relevant easement provisions and should be shown on 
maps and in photographs or a video of the property.

Some land trusts request new owners of conserved property to sign 
the updated baseline report as an indication that they received a copy 
and an explanation of its terms. Such records can be important if the 

While the original baseline report 
should always be kept in its origi-
nal form, baseline materials should 
be updated to reflect changes in 
the land.
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land trust and landowner end up in a dispute about the easement’s 
provisions, because the signature demonstrates that the land trust gave 
the landowner full information about the easement, its terms and the 
status of any reserved rights. 

The form of the baseline documentation report update is not as impor-
tant as the fact that the land trust creates one. Some land trusts feel 
strongly that the baseline itself should not be physically updated, so 
they view their annual monitoring reports (which they maintain in 
their stewardship project file) as the official update. At a minimum, the 
land trust must ensure that the monitoring reports, or any other docu-
ments reflecting the current condition of the property, address all of the 
changes to the land discussed above. The land trust must also store such 
reports or other documents in accordance with established baseline stor-
age policies and procedures. In other words, these monitoring reports or 
other documents must somehow be tied to the baseline and maintained 
as if they were part of an original report. They should not be stored in 
a separate, unsecured location. Other land trusts prepare a more formal 
supplement to the baseline documentation to reflect changes to the land 
over time, attach the supplement to the original baseline and store all 
supplements in accordance with their baseline storage policies.

Financial and Personnel Implications of 
Baseline Documentation

When establishing policies and procedures related to baseline reports, 
a land trust should consider its organizational capacity. Preparing 
baseline reports takes time and expertise. Because baseline reports 
reflect easement terms, more complex easements usually require more 
complex documentation. Keeping baseline reports up to date takes 
time and resources. If a land trust cannot create and maintain adequate 
baseline reports for all of its easements, then its easement program is 
in great jeopardy. A land trust in this predicament should seriously 
consider declining new easements until these issues are addressed.

Consider the following questions as you evaluate your land trust’s 
organizational capacity with respect to baseline documentation:

Are all existing easements accompanied by a baseline docu-•	

mentation report?
Are all new easements accompanied by a baseline documenta-•	

tion report at the time of acquisition?

A land trust without adequate 
baselines for all of is easements 

should seriously consider declin-
ing new easements until these 

issues are addressed.
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How does your land trust train new staff, volunteers or consul-•	

tants to interpret and periodically supplement the base-
line, including use of equipment and following prescribed 
procedures?
How will your land trust ensure consistency over time with •	

respect to the use and supplementation of baseline reports? 
Has your land trust secured funding to cover current and •	

future expenses related to baseline documentation, such as the 
cost of maps, photography, travel expenses, staff or consultant 
time, special reports or inventories, general office materials and 
expenses, storage and any costs associated with digital baseline 
reports?

Addressing Baseline Backlogs

Perhaps your land trust did not have the necessary resources to create 
baseline documentation for all its easements at the time the easements 
were granted. Or perhaps your land trust has found that some or all of 
its current baselines are insufficient to support the organization’s stew-
ardship obligations. If so, you are not alone! 

Land trusts in this situation should devise a plan to address the miss-
ing or incomplete baseline reports — the “baseline backlog.” For older 
easements, it may be difficult or impossible to document the condi-
tion of the property at the time of the conveyance, and regardless, 
after-the-fact documentation may not be sufficient for legal purposes. 
Instead, land trusts should focus on documenting the conditions of the 
easement property as they currently exist. To ensure quality and consis-
tency when addressing a baseline backlog, a land trust should apply the 
same standards it uses for new easement baseline reports. Remember, 
a late baseline report is better than no baseline report. For more infor-
mation on completing baseline documentation after the fact, see the 
Land Trust Alliance course “Conservation Easement Drafting and 
Documentation.” 

Below are some tips to help land trusts address baseline backlogs:

Hire a consultant or intern(s) or a combination to tackle the •	

backlog. It is imperative for a land trust representative to over-
see the process and ensure that established baseline documen-
tation protocols are upheld. Research potential funding sources 
to cover these expenses. Talk to your major donors, who may 
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understand the importance of this work and how difficult it 
may be to secure adequate funding elsewhere.
Volunteers can prepare baseline documentation, but a land •	

trust should take care to choose volunteers with the right 
skills. As one land trust staff person explains, “Some volunteers 
love to run around the property taking pictures, but they are 
not so good at the gritty detail work required to complete the 
job.” Volunteers need to be willing to follow the standards and 
protocol for preparing file contents, as well as conducting the 
field work. 
Depending on the backlog, it may not be feasible to address •	

all baseline reports in one year. Develop a plan and prioritize 
which ones should be tackled first. Which are the problem 
easements? Which have challenging landowners? Does it make 
sense to do two or three at the same time, given the location of 
the properties?
Prepare baseline reports at the same time as the annual moni-•	

toring of easement properties, review of an amendment 
request, documentation of significant changes or of activation 
of reserved rights, or preparation of an estoppel certificate. The 
same principle applies to easements that need supplemental 
baseline materials. This approach can save time and money. 
Prepare baseline documentation when there is a change in •	

property ownership. Use the opportunity to explain to the 
new owner the importance of long-term easement steward-
ship. Invite the new owner to be part of the process, includ-
ing reviewing and signing off on the baseline photographs and 
report.
Familiarize yourself with what resources may be available to •	

help with costs and provide maps and other materials, such 
as local soil and water conservation districts, the USDA 
Farm Service Agency and the USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service.
If other land trusts in your region are also addressing baseline •	

backlogs, perhaps there is an opportunity to share expenses or 
resources, or jointly hire a consultant, staff member or intern.
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Addressing Baseline Backlogs: Piscataquog Watershed 
Association
Margaret Watkins, executive director of the Piscataquog Watershed 

Association (PWA) in New Hampshire, emphasizes: “Addressing baseline 

backlogs is one of those things you have to just do! You can’t say you’ll get to 

it, because it will never happen.” PWA has been assembling baseline docu-

mentation on its older conservation easements for several years, complet-

ing a few each year, and is nearly done. It is difficult for staff to work down 

the baseline backlog in addition to keeping up with ongoing project work, so 

the organization hired consultants to complete many of the baselines, while 

a few well-qualified volunteers completed others. Baselines for new ease-

ments are completed at the time of the conveyance, so PWA’s baseline back-

log problem will soon be a non-issue. 

Addressing Baseline Backlogs: Chagrin River Land Conservancy/
Western Reserve Land Conservancy
In 2001, the Chagrin River Land Conservancy (CRLC) had approximately 50 

backlogged baselines that needed completion. The organization decided to 

hire a consultant to conduct the field work for the baseline reports, includ-

ing the photographs, ecological narratives and inventories, and had a staff 

person prepare the maps, easement summaries and other materials. CRLC 

tried to obtain historical maps and information if it was readily available, but 

most of the data for the reports was new.

To prioritize which baselines should be completed first, CRLC chose ease-

ments that still had the original grantors as landowners but who were elderly, 

properties CRLC anticipated would be transferred in the near future and prop-

erties with known stewardship issues that would benefit from a thorough 

baseline. It took about three years to complete all of the backlogged base-

lines. CRLC combined some of the baseline work with its annual stewardship 

visits and worked to obtain landowner signatures for the baseline acknowl-

edgment section of the reports. If the original grantors had already trans-

ferred the property prior to the baseline completion, the new owners signed 

the report acknowledging the condition of the property at the time the report 

was prepared. These successor landowners were pleased to have a baseline 

so they could understand their easement and property better. 

In 2006, CRLC merged with seven other land trusts to form the Western 

Reserve Land Conservancy. The new organization found itself faced with 40 

backlogged baselines. It has set a goal to complete them all in two years, 

using the same prioritization method as CRLC, but relying solely on staff to 

do the work.

Example

Example
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Evaluating Baselines for Multiple Users

This exercise is designed for either an instructor-led training or self-study program. 
If used in a training, divide into small groups to review the easement excerpts and 
baseline documentation report. Then answer the questions that follow. 

Self-study learners should review the excerpts and complete baseline report and then 
answer the questions. Guidance on answers follows.

The complete baseline report for this sample donated easement is located in appendix A 
on page 297.

The purpose of this exercise is for learners to evaluate the significance of baseline 
documentation from different users’ perspectives. Take the lessons learned and review 
your land trust’s baseline template to see if there are ways to improve the usefulness of 
the document.

The baseline documentation report in appendix A was selected specifically for the 
purpose of this exercise; certain information has been intentionally changed or removed. 
This document is not intended as a model baseline documentation report. Remember 
that each baseline report must be specific to the easement property, in accordance with 
the land trust’s baseline documentation policies and procedures, and tailored to the land 
trust’s capacity. 

Easement Excerpts
The Protected Property is currently used for low impact recreational use 
and nature observation. Existing improvements on the Protected Property 
include an unoccupied house, barn and various sheds, most in disrepair.

The Protected Property has the following natural, scenic and open space 
qualities of significant importance:

The Protected Property includes woodlands, wetlands and riparian 
areas providing habitat for a variety of terrestrial and aquatic species 
of plants and animals, particularly red oak and, potentially, restored 
native prairie.

The Protected Property provides important buffer for the nearby wild-
life management area located to the northwest.
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The terms of this Easement are specifically intended to provide a signifi-
cant public benefit by:

Protecting a relatively natural habitat for wildlife and plants.

Creating a permanent buffer for the nearby wildlife management 
area.

Roads and Trails. Existing roads may be maintained or improved but may 
not be widened or relocated without prior approval of the Trust.

No activities on or uses of the Protected Property that cause significant 
erosion or significant deterioration to water quality or purity are allowed.

Total ground area covered by the footprint of existing buildings and struc-
tures combined is approximately 4,418 square feet. These existing struc-
tures may be expanded, but total expansions shall not exceed the current 
total ground area covered or footprint by more than 50 percent.

Discussion Questions 
1. Does this baseline report document all the conservation values intended for 

protection and the public benefit as referenced in the easement excerpts? 
Are there other materials that would be useful to include? 

2. What information or materials in the baseline might be of interest to a 
successor landowner? 

3. What information or materials would be useful in this baseline report to 
new land trust staff or volunteers and why? 

4. How will this baseline report assist easement monitors? What informa-
tion is missing that would assist with monitoring and training land trust 
representatives?

5. Do you think this baseline would be useful as an easement enforcement 
tool? Why or why not? 

E X E R C I S E  O N E
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Guidance 
1. The baseline documentation report addresses the conservation values 

being protected through a narrative, maps and photographs. It provides a 
summary of the property’s conservation values and physical characteristics 
and generally describes which flora and fauna inhabit the different areas. 
The photographs show various habitats including wetlands, riparian areas, 
woodlands and fields. The Reference Map and Property Summary refer-
ence the nearby Bethel State Wildlife Management Area. The easement 
states that the property has scenic and open space qualities of significant 
importance, and there are a few photos showing a public road bordering the 
property to support that statement. There is some commentary regarding 
existing water quality in the Property Summary but the section on riparian/
aquatic values could be strengthened with water sampling data or reference 
to other reports. 

2.  A successor landowner might particularly appreciate: 
The Property Overview•	

The information on conservation values, to understand why the prop-•	

erty is ecologically important and why its protection is in the public 
interest 
The Map Overview, which describes the purpose of each map•	

The Reference Map, showing how the property relates to larger conser-•	

vation efforts in the area (e.g., the wildlife management area and other 
protected lands)
The Property Map, depicting the easement boundary and building •	

envelope 
The photographs, showing the property at the time of the easement •	

conveyance
3. The baseline report would help new staff or volunteers by providing an 

overview of the property, including the Property Summary and information 
on conservation values, and the maps and photographs depicting the physi-
cal characteristics of the property. The baseline provides some indication of 
the existing water quality at the time of the easement and of the flora and 
fauna found on the property, but this information is fairly general and does 
not include, for example, measurable benchmarks against which to measure 
water quality. The maps and photos also allow land trust personnel to famil-
iarize themselves quickly with the easement property and its features.
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4. Monitors can review the baseline report to acquaint themselves with the 
location of the property, its characteristics and the important conservation 
values being protected. There are several maps, including ones that depict 
the building envelope. The aerial and on-site photographs provide docu-
mentation of existing structures and condition of the property at the time 
of the easement conveyance. The baseline also records the buildings’ dimen-
sions. The Property Summary notes the potential development of a neigh-
boring lot so monitors can look for potential signs of encroachment in the 
future. It might be helpful for monitors to have a more detailed property 
map that they can take on the site visit. This more detailed map should 
state the dimensions of the building envelope and depict the existing struc-
tures and improvements, including all driveways, roadways and any other 
roads and trails located on the property as implied by the easement excerpt, 
as well as a few neighboring structures or landmarks to assist with orienta-
tion and boundary line demarcation. Photographs of any existing roads or 
trails would also be helpful.

5. Overall the baseline report does a good job of documenting the conserva-
tion values and physical characteristics of the land. With regard to enforce-
ment, the baseline could be stronger (remember this baseline has been 
altered for the purpose of this exercise and should not be adopted as a 
model). For example, if an expansion of an existing structure resulted in a 
square footage violation, the baseline provides good documentation of the 
building dimensions at the time of the easement conveyance and includes 
aerial and on-site photographs showing the structures accompanied by 
narrative descriptions. However, there is no signed acknowledgment stating 
that both parties agree the baseline accurately depicts the conditions of the 
property at the time the easement was granted. There are no records of who 
(name and affiliation) took the measurements of the structures, who took 
the photographs or who prepared the baseline report. Dates are represented 
inaccurately or incompletely: note that the Photograph Key states that 
photographs represent the condition of property as of April 15, 2004, and 
the photo location maps are dated April 20 and August 17, 2004. The base-
line documentation might also benefit from the addition to the Photograph 
Key of either references to GPS coordinates or compass bearings to verify 
the direction of the photo points. 
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Catching Up on the Baseline Backlog

This case study describes a real land trust in the western United States serving a 
four-county rural area, with one staff member and an inactive board of directors. 
The land trust had no particular focus and would accept easements on a wide vari-
ety of lands protecting open space, wildlife habitat, river corridors and scenic lands. 
The land trust charged landowners for costs associated with easements, including 
title work and staff time.

In the spring of 2003, the land trust lost its executive director and realized it would 
take several months to hire a replacement. To assure that its easements were moni-
tored that year, the land trust hired an independent contractor, one familiar with 
the area and conservation easements, to monitor its approximately 33 easements. 
Only a handful of easements (five or six) had baseline documentation reports; the 
others had nothing more in the easement file than a recorded copy of the easement 
document — no maps, photos, contact information for the landowner, correspon-
dence or other materials.

The majority of the easements described, in general, the purposes of protecting 
the land’s “scenic, agricultural, open space, wildlife habitat, historic and aesthetic 
conservation values” but gave no further supporting description in the recitals or 
purpose clauses. All of the easements contained a legal description of the property 
and had a mailing address for the landowner on the date of the easement convey-
ance, but none had easement maps attached. Two of the easements that had base-
line reports restricted grazing by cattle on the land to “levels as of the date of the 
easement.” However, neither of the easements nor their respective baselines identi-
fied the number of cattle grazing on the property as of the date of the easement or 
used another method to identify the level of grazing at that time. A baseline report 
for another easement included the results of two years of vegetation transect data, 
but nothing in the associated easement explained why this data was collected and 
included in the report. One of the easements lacking a baseline required the land-
owner to fence a large Ponderosa pine, but nothing in the easement explained why, 
and the landowner was understandably upset about the requirement to maintain 
the fence. 

The contractor spent many hours trying to locate the properties and the land-
owners, including searching public records, checking online for telephone numbers 
and so forth. Without street addresses, maps or directions to the property, many 
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properties could not be located without landowner assistance. Without baseline 
documentation, it was challenging to determine whether reserved rights had been 
exercised, or how the land had changed since the date of the easement’s conveyance. 
This situation could render many of the easements’ provisions essentially unen-
forceable, because the land trust would be unable to prove that the land had been 
altered from initial conditions. Furthermore, it was impossible to tell exactly what 
conservation values existed on the properties, because the listing of purposes in the 
easements were vague and there were no baselines to characterize the conservation 
values more fully.

The contractor sent a strongly worded letter to the land trust’s board urging the 
land trust to create adequate baselines for all of its easements. To date, the land 
trust has not yet completed its baseline backlog, but it has ensured that every new 
easement acquired since 2003 is supported by a complete baseline report. In addi-
tion, the land trust asked the contractor to call the baseline preparer to remind him 
that he must first read the easement document before preparing the baseline report 
to ensure the baseline contents match the easement’s terms.

Questions
1. Besides being problematic for monitoring, what are other potential ramifi-

cations from a lack of sufficient baseline reports? What can we infer from 
this case study about this land trust’s easement stewardship program?

2. What would you suggest the land trust do to rectify the situation?

Guidance
1. Missing or insufficient baseline documentation reports will be a challenge 

to land trusts as they monitor the easement property and try to determine 
whether or not the easement’s terms have been upheld. It will also be diffi-
cult for the land trust to interpret the easement and its purposes over time. 
The same challenges await future landowners. This situation will clearly put 
the land trust at a disadvantage if there is a violation, because the organi-
zation lacks sufficient documentation about the preexisting condition of 
the property. For donated easements, the land trust did not fulfill the IRS 
requirement that a baseline be prepared to document the condition of the 
property as of the date of the easement. Thus, the donor’s tax deduction 
may be endangered. In fact, as of 2008, the IRS challenged at least one 
donated conservation easement’s eligibility for federal tax benefits based 
solely upon the fact that the baseline for the easement was not created 
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until a year and a half after the closing of the easement. While this chal-
lenge may not succeed, it demonstrates the seriousness with which the IRS 
regards the date on which a baseline documentation report is prepared. We 
can infer that the land trust either did not comprehend the importance of 
adequate baseline documentation at the time of the easement conveyances, 
or that it lacked the capacity to carry out this critical element of a success-
ful conservation easement stewardship program.

2.  The land trust should:
Review the relationship between easement drafting, long-term ease-•	

ment stewardship and baseline documentation reports 
Evaluate its capacity to enforce conservation easements over the long •	

term
Delay new easement projects until the stewardship issues are addressed, •	

including completing the baseline backlog and creating baseline docu-
mentation policies or procedures
Raise or obligate funds to have sufficient personnel to perform baseline •	

and monitoring tasks in a timely manner
Create systems, policies and procedures for baseline documentation re-•	

ports, monitoring and recordkeeping
Identify several ways to track land ownership transfers and meet with •	

new owners of easement properties 
Review the board’s role in ensuring appropriate easement stewardship•	

This case study highlights an extreme, but true, example of what happens when 
baseline documentation reports and easement files are neglected. It illustrates the 
critical nature of the information that baseline reports contain. Furthermore, it 
illustrates that the lack of baselines, annual monitoring reports and correspondence 
is likely to indicate deficiencies elsewhere in a land trust’s easement stewardship 
program. 
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Conclusion

Having well-organized, complete baseline documentation for every 
easement is a must for every land trust. This documentation is needed 
not only when preparing for easement enforcement but also for more 
ordinary stewardship activities, including communicating with the 
landowner and providing information for land trust staff and volun-
teers. If baseline documentation is lacking or is not kept up to date, its 
absence wastes the time and resources of the land trust and threatens 
the easement’s permanence. 

Land trusts that have a regular protocol to supplement baseline docu-
mentation as needed are able to draw on their baseline files to train 
new monitoring staff or review the information with landowners. If a 
land trust lacks baseline documentation for easements, it is important 
to create baseline reports for those properties while, at the same time, 
keep up with new baselines as easements are acquired. Many land 
trusts face this problem and are in the process of creating baselines for 
older easements. Land trusts should remember that it is important to 
make steady progress toward completion of any baseline backlog. 

Good baseline information makes the monitoring component of ease-
ment stewardship easier; having the necessary maps, photos and other 
documentation consolidated in an easy-to-access format is an excel-
lent foundation for monitoring, discussed in chapter 4.
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Sample Documents

Criteria for the Preparation of Baseline Inventory Reports, Colorado 
Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust (page 176)
This document represents the work of a land trust that understands 
how it will utilize its baseline documentation reports and what the 
reports should contain to meet its needs. CCALT sometimes hires 
consultants to create the baseline reports, and it has designed this 
document to include information for baseline preparers.

Baseline Documentation Policy, Columbia Land Conservancy, New 
York (page 181)
This document is an example of a baseline documentation policy for a 
staffed, countywide land trust, founded in 1986, that holds 143 conser-
vation easements totaling 19,970 acres. Note that the policy outlines 
the organization’s guiding principles with respect to conservation ease-
ment stewardship and baseline documentation reports and contains 
timeframes to ensure reports are completed in a timely fashion.

Baseline Report Summary and Checklist, Sonoma Land Trust, 
California (page 183)
This document is an example of a baseline fact sheet that briefly 
outlines the contents of a baseline report and the steps involved in 
preparing one. It is suitable for distribution to landowners. This land 
trust also created a comprehensive checklist to help ensure thorough-
ness and consistency when preparing baseline reports. Land trusts 
are encouraged to draft their own checklist tailored to their partic-
ular baseline documentation template and procedures. The Sonoma 
Land Trust is a staffed land trust, founded in 1976, that has protected 
more than 17,000 acres through both conservation easements and fee 
ownership.

Orcas Farm Conservation Easement Baseline Present Conditions 
Report, San Juan Preservation Trust, Washington (page 186)
This sample baseline documentation report contains many of the 
generally accepted attributes of a good report, such as photo points 
and accompanying maps, directions, acknowledgment section, infor-
mation on the baseline preparer and documentation of the conserva-
tion attributes and man-made features of the property.
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Sample Map with Photo Points, Columbia Land Conservancy, New 
York (page 203)
This baseline photo point map is for a conservation easement property 
that is owned by a municipality for public use and recreation. Using 
the easement map as a base, the photo points were added to depict the 
GPS coordinates and compass bearings for the photographs taken on 
the property. Each number on the map corresponds to a photograph 
and written description, as well as to a chart containing the GPS coor-
dinates, all of which are found in the baseline documentation report.
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Criteria for the Preparation of Baseline 
Inventory Reports 
Adopted by the Board: April 27, 2001 

I. Purpose Statement: 

The monitoring, stewardship and enforcement of the conservation easements held by the 
Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust (CCALT) are critical to the long-term 
viability of the organization.  Along those lines, the baseline inventory report for each 
property is the basis from which we will use to monitor conservation easements over 
time.  It is important to CCALT that each of our baseline inventory reports include 
important information that relates to each individual property and information that will 
allow CCALT to complete our monitoring and stewardship responsibilities effectively in 
the future.  The following criteria have been drawn up to help the preparers of baseline 
inventory reports in creating reports that will have consistent formats, information and 
effectiveness for all of the easements held by CCALT. 

Information needs will obviously vary, sometimes quite widely, from property to 
property.  It is also important to reflect the terms of the conservation easement document 
and not to include superfluous information that is not pertinent to the conservation values 
being protected by the conservation easement, or to insert conservation values that have 
not been identified in the conservation easement.   

II. Photographic Documentation: 

The old saying goes “A picture says a thousand words” and CCALT believes that nothing 
can describe a property like pictures.  We believe that clear, labeled and precisely located 
photographs are a critical part of any baseline inventory report.  Photographic 
documentation should cover as much of the property as possible and in as much detail as 
possible.  This is particularly true for structures and improvements located on the 
property at the time the easement is recorded.  While photographs of ranch roads and 
storage sheds are often not very exciting, they can prove to be very useful in our future 
stewardship responsibilities.  Photo points must be clearly labeled on a map of the 
property and be labeled as to direction and subject so that they can be replicated in the 
future.  CCALT will not accept final baseline inventory reports with photographs 
showing the property covered by snow.   We understand that interim or draft baseline 
inventory reports may contain photographs with snow due to the timing of easement 
transactions. 
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III. GPS Information: 

Global Position Systems (GPS) have in recent years become much more affordable and 
able to produce much more accurate location information.  This information will be 
immensely useful in the future as the land trust changes staff, properties change 
landowners and landscapes change over time.  CCALT highly encourages the preparers 
of our baseline inventory reports to use GPS coordinates when locating photo points, 
structures and other important features of a property. 

IV. Baseline Inventory Reports Should Contain the Following Items: 

A. Table of Contents 

Page numbers and information included in each of the following sections. 

B. Owner Acknowledgement Statement (see end of policy) 

C. Summary information: 
1. Grantor’s name, contact information, including all relevant phone numbers 
2. Names and contacts for local managers 
3. Date or proposed date of easement acquisition 
4. Detailed directions to the property from the nearest town, including mileage to 

turns and important local landmarks. 
5. General physical property description, including acreage and property address 
6. Supporting governmental policies 
7. Summary of the conservation values protected 
8. Extent of investigation – Who did the work, when was the property visited, 

who else was consulted for information that is in the report etc... 
9. Reference the attached Deed of Conservation Easement in the Appendices.  

Do not paraphrase the prohibited uses and reserved rights in the baseline 
document. 

D. History of the Conservation Project 

This section can be developed through short conversations with the staff of the 
land trust and the landowners.  This section should describe how contact was 
initiated between the two parties and why, who the key players were in 
developing the conservation easement, and if funding came to the project, noting 
who helped pay for the conservation easement. 

 E. Land Uses and Management 

1. Historic 
This should include all of the known historical uses of the property.  Uses that 
are of particular interest are agricultural uses different than current uses, as 
well as past logging, mining and residential/recreational uses. 
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2. Current
This section should describe what the property is currently being used for 
including residential and recreational uses.  Agricultural uses should be listed 
and then described in detail below.

F. Inventory of Property Improvements 

This section is perhaps the most important in the entire baseline inventory report.
Disagreements between landowners and land trusts often hinge on the 
construction of new buildings or property improvements.  For this reason it is 
critical that all existing improvements be detailed in the baseline inventory.  This 
information should include GPS locations of all improvements.  The following 
need to be listed in this section: 
1. Residential buildings, inhabited or not 
2. Major agricultural structures such as barns, sheds, riding arenas and corrals 
3. Minor agricultural structures such as loafing sheds, stock tanks, fences, 

windmills and the like should be mentioned in the text, but only located if 
they are specifically mentioned in the easement. 

4. All man-made ponds, stock tanks or reservoirs.  Ditches and headgates if 
possible.

5. Any recreational improvements present on the property. 
6. Roads, both public and private, paved and unpaved need to be located on a 

site map and preferably shown in photographs.  This includes two-tracks 
present on the property.  Roads can be located on photo point or vegetation 
maps. 

7. Existing radio towers, cell towers, powerlines, dumps, gas pipelines, oil and 
gas wells, transfer stations, mines/gravel pits, cemeteries  etc. 

 G. Description of Property and Conservation Values 

1. Physical Description 
a) Topography

A general description and notable landmarks referenced in the 
report

b) Geology
Note the underlying geology and any notable features located on 
the property. 

c) Soils
Note the major soil types and their locations on the property. 

d) Hydrology
Note water features found on the property, watershed information 
and any other information related to water on the property. 

2. Vegetative Communities 
Description of the main vegetative community types found on the property, 
ponderosa pine forests, aspen forest, shortgrass prairie or sagebrush 
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shrublands for example.  The descriptions should also include human 
altered vegetative communities such as hay meadows or pastures.  It is 
important to note the general locations of each community type and include 
a map showing the locations of the communities if appropriate.  It is very 
useful to note the dominant species in each vegetative community found on 
the property. 

3. Agricultural Values
This section is a detailed description of the current agricultural operation on 
the property.  This should include a description of livestock operations, 
irrigated land and crop land (including improvements such as ditches, stock 
tanks and head gates  If water rights are part of the property, they need to be 
specifically described in this section. 

4. Wildlife Values 
Each property is used in different ways by wildlife and wildlife uses 
change over time.  A description of the notable species found on the 
property is a minimum for the report.  Detailed descriptions of wildlife 
uses should be included only if there are notable uses described in the 
easement, such as elk or deer winter range, sage grouse leks or bald eagle 
nests.  The Colorado Division of Wildlife and Colorado Natural Heritage 
Program have a large amount of mapped information which can be used in 
this section. 

5. Scenic, Open Space and Historical Values
This section should describe the public open space values that are 
protected by the conservation easement.  These can include views from 
public roads or public lands, community buffers and the general protection 
of working agricultural landscapes.

Historical and/or archaeological values are not known for many properties.  
These values should not be described in detail unless they are mentioned in 
the easement document.   

 H. Appendices 

Information included in Appendices to the document are generally used for 
reference and can include a wide array of information depending upon the 
property.  These typically include: 

1. Photographic Documentation 
Clear color photographs showing the property, with photopoints located 
on a map (usually a 7.5 minute USGS topographic  or similar scale and 
detail map) 
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2. Copy of the Conservation Easement Document 
If the conservation easement is not completed before the baseline 
inventory is completed, reference this document in an Appendix and it will 
be added by CCALT once the easement is complete. 

3. Property Map Locating Significant Improvements 
4. Wildlife Information from Colorado DOW or Other Sources 
5. Relevant Historical and/or Archaeological Information 
6. References Cited in the Report 
7. Qualifications and Contact Information of the Report Preparer

V. Final Notes: 
   

CCALT requires three copies of each baseline inventory report for our records.  We 
request that at least one copy of the report be delivered to us unbound.  In this way we 
will be able to update the reports as conditions change in the future. 

VI. Sample Owner Acknowledgement Statement 

Property Name: 

Grantor: Name 
   Address 
   Town, State, Zip 

Grantee:  Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust 
   8833 Ralston Road 
   Arvada, CO 80002 

Property Description: 

[Including acreage, general location, relevant agricultural and natural features, not to exceed more than a 
few paragraphs] 

In compliance with Section 1.170-14(g)(5)(i)(D) of the Federal Tax Regulations this baseline inventory 
report is an accurate representation of the property at the time of the conservation easement donation. 

Grantor            Date 

Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust       Date 

APPROVED this 27th day of April, 2001. 
COLORADO CATTLEMEN'S  
AGRICULTURAL LAND TRUST 

President 
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COLUMBIA LAND CONSERVANCY 
BASELINE DOCUMENTATION POLICY 

Adopted September 27, 2003

Guiding Principles:  The Columbia Land Conservancy (CLC) is dedicated to upholding its legal 
and community obligations to safeguard the conservation easements it accepts for as long as such 
easements exist.  In recognition of the fact that CLC’s conservation easements are perpetual in 
duration, CLC understands that one of the keys to upholding these easements is its commitment 
to manage, defend and enforce the terms of each conservation easement on a consistent basis.   

In order to meet this obligation, CLC requires a complete and thorough Baseline Documentation 
Report as it relates to the terms of each individual conservation easement and therefore describes 
the conserved land and its particular conservation attributes (at the time of the easement 
conveyance) that will be protected in both words, maps and photographs.  Such Baseline will 
meet the current standards as recognized by land conservation professionals and the Land Trust 
Alliance.  The Baseline Documentation Report will serve as a standard against which to measure 
whether uses of the conserved property are in accordance with the terms of the property’s 
conservation easement.  Because of CLC’s belief in the importance of Baseline Documentation, 
CLC requires that a packet be prepared for every conservation easement it accepts, whether or 
not the landowner conveying such easement seeks federal tax benefits for its conveyance. 

CLC staff shall abide by this Policy as amended from time-to-time by CLC’s Board of Trustees.  
Staff shall adhere to and adopt procedures to implement this Policy as staff finds necessary and 
advisable in the course of the day-to-day work for the organization and, comply with such 
procedures as a condition of continued employment with the organization, except in the event of 
extraordinary or unforeseeable circumstances.  At a minimum, staff shall adhere to procedures 
for completing the minimum contents required for every Baseline Documentation Report at the 
time of the easement closing, securing the landowner’s signature confirming the accuracy of the 
Baseline Documentation Report, and utilizing methods for preserving the packet in perpetuity.
Furthermore, if the conservation easement requires a Supplemental Baseline Documentation 
packet, staff shall be responsible for the timely completion of such packet following the 
acceptance of the conservation easement.  Staff shall revisit this Policy and its implementation 
procedures on an annual basis to determine whether the procedures necessary to carry-out this 
Policy should be amended to reflect changing Land Trust Alliance standards or to otherwise 
upgrade its contents, and shall make recommendations to the Board accordingly. 

Contents of Baseline Documentation Report:  Every CLC Baseline Documentation packet shall, 
at a minimum, meet the Internal Revenue Service and U.S. Treasury Regulation requirements for 
baseline contents.  Staff shall add such contents as are necessary to reflect the current national 
standards for the preparation of Baseline Documentation and those items that CLC’s attorney(s) 
advise should be included in the packet in order to defend a conservation easement over time.  
Such items may include boundary surveys, the conservation easement map and photographs. 

Date of Baseline Documentation Report:  Pursuant to IRS regulations, CLC’s completes every 
Baseline Documentation packet by the date of the closing of the conveyance of a conservation 
easement.  In addition, CLC staff prepares a Supplemental Baseline Documentation packet that 
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provides additional information, which at a minimum includes ground photographs and 
supporting written text, to assist present and future staff with monitoring and their other 
conservation easement management responsibilities, to be utilized as a communication and 
educational tool for the landowner, and assist with potential legal challenges to the easement 
document.  CLC recognizes that the completion of the Supplemental Baseline Documentation by 
the easement closing date is usually impossible due to the uncertainty of when easements will 
close and seasonal changes that may result in poor visibility of the property’s features (such as 
snow cover).  However, in such case, CLC staff shall secure a written commitment from the 
landowner conveying the easement to cooperate with and execute a Supplemental Baseline 
Documentation.  Such supplement shall be given to the landowner for review and signing no 
later than nine (9) months following the closing of the easement.  It is expected that the 
Supplemental Baseline Documentation will be signed by the landowner and CLC within three 
months of the landowner receiving the materials.  

Preparation of Baseline Documentation Report:  It is CLC’s policy to create Baseline 
Documentation packets for every conservation easements it accepts in order to ensure the quality 
and consistency of the packets, and to bill the landowner for creation of the Baseline 
Documentation packet.   

Updating Baseline Documentation Report:  CLC’s annual monitoring reports, and any 
supporting photographs taken during monitoring visits, shall be used to update the Baseline 
Documentation, as well as any other information that CLC may acquire with respect to the 
conserved property.  Such updated baseline materials will be formatted to be consistent with the 
Baseline and Supplemental Baseline Documentation packets. 

Storage of Baseline Documentation:  Staff shall implement all feasible techniques to preserve the 
Baseline, Supplemental Baseline and updated documentation materials in perpetuity.  Such 
techniques may include the use of professional quality black and white film, acid-free paper, 
archival plastic sheets, etc.  Staff shall archive the original Baseline Documentation in 
accordance with CLC’s Record-keeping Policy and shall only use copies of the original packet 
for office and field use. 
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BASELINE REPORT SUMMARY

What is a Baseline Report?
A baseline report is an integral part of the conservation easement. The report documents the condition of a 
property at the time an easement is established, providing an information base for future monitoring and 
stewardship of the property. Using photos, maps, and narrative the report describes the conservation 
values being protected by the conservation easement as well as key features and improvements. Reports 
are reviewed and approved by both the landowner and SLT. 

In addition, the Internal Revenue Service requires that the landowner provide sufficient baseline data to 
establish the condition of the property at the time of the gift of the conservation easement. SLT’s 
stewardship staff typically prepares the report, the cost of which varies depending on the complexity and 
size of the project. 

When is the Baseline Report created?
The baseline research is initiated while the conservation easement is being negotiated. The report is 
completed for approval in concert with the signing of the easement.  

Steps for completing a Baseline Report:
Review property documents such as timber valuation, appraisal, and conservation easement; 
Site visit: hike property, photograph key features and improvements, collect information for 
report and maps; 
Compile information into narrative and create basic maps of property; 
Landowner review: submit draft to landowner for review and comments; 
Integrate landowner comments; 
Collect signatures on final report; 
File original at SLT office and send a copy to the landowner. 

Landowner’s role
Our stewardship team may have questions about the property and its conservation values during the 
drafting of the report. Stewardship staff are included in early property visits; but also need to conduct a 
more thorough visit to collect specific baseline information. The landowner does not need to join in the 
baseline visit, but they are welcome to do so if interested.  

Baseline contact:
Georgiana Hale 
Project Associate 
707 526-6930 x106 
georgiana@sonomalandtrust.org 

SLT Baseline Report Summary
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BASELINE REPORT CHECK-LIST                          PROPERTY: 

Description Complete Date Notes 

SITE VISIT 
Scoping Visit 
Pre-visit meeting 
Site Visit(s) 
      Visit checklist (site specific) 

Monitoring map and notes 

TEXT/NARRATIVE
Landowner(s) contact information 
Parcel information (APN’s, acreage) 
Property address 
Directions to property from office 
Project summary 
General description of existing property uses and 
features (wildlife, vegetation, improvements, 
hydrology) 
Summary of CE restrictions and rights 
Current land use (include features and history) 
Description of conservation values 
Acknowledgement Page w/IRS phrasing 

EXHIBITS
Photographs of key features related to the rights 
and restrictions of the property 
Maps 
          Photo Points Map 
          Aerial 
          Quad 
          Location 
          Parcel Map w/neighbors 
          County Parcel Map 
          Key Features Map (include improvements) 

ATTACHMENTS 
Copy of the final CE 

Sonoma Land Trust 4/9/2008

SLT Baseline Report Checklist
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BASELINE REPORT CHECK-LIST                          PROPERTY: 

Sonoma Land Trust 4/9/2008

Resource-specific data for properties 
        Sonoma County Soils Map 
        Species inventory for property  
Copy of SLT board resolution accepting CE  
(or resolution #) 
 

SIGNATURES/FINAL COPY 
Photographer initials 
Draft to landowner(s) 
Revisions made 
Final draft to landowner 
Landowner signature 
SLT’s E.D. signature 
Signed copy to landowner 
Original filed at SLT 
Digital files organized 
Italics= additional items, include if necessary and/or available (depending on property) 
 
SLT staff:  
 
Consultants: 
 
 
Notes:  

SLT Baseline Report Checklist
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ORCAS FARM CONSERVATION EASEMENT

BASELINE PRESENT CONDITIONS REPORT

Baseline Date:    9/14/2005 (revised 9/6/2006  & 1/16/2007)

Easement Name: Orcas Farm  

Easement Grant Date: 9/14/2005

Location: Crow Valley, Orcas Island 

Name and Address of Grantors:

Total Acreage: 322.07

Easement Purpose Statement: 

“It is the exclusive purpose of this Conservation Easement to protect the Conservation Values and to 
limit structures on the Protected Property as provided in Sections 5 and 6 below.  To the extent a 
Conservation Value is in actual conflict with another Conservation Value, such as conducting an 
agricultural activity that harms wetlands on the Protected Property, Grantors and Grantee shall, 
cooperatively, in good faith, and utilizing credible scientific and technical information, establish 
guidelines to avoid, reduce, or mitigate such conflict in a reasonable manner, such as establishing a 
season of use for grazing.  If Grantors and Grantees are unable to develop such guidelines, resolution 
of such conflicts shall be made in the reasonable discretion of the Grantee based on protecting the 
open fields, woodlands, wetlands, and scenic vistas over protecting the utility of the Protected 
Property for agricultural and forestry purposes and its rural character.  The foregoing shall not be 
interpreted, however, to override any express provision of this instrument or to preclude substantially 
one Conservation Value by another.” 

San Juan County Auditor’s File Number:   2005 0914007

Acreage by Tax Parcel:

Parcel
Designation Owner Acres Description
273314001000 114.26 Residential, field, forest and wetland 
273432001000 78.36 Optional residence site, field and forest 
273334002000 92.24 Field, forest and wetland 
260421001000 37.21 Field, forest, ag structures 

SJPT Orcas Farm Baseline Present Conditions Report
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Conservation Values:

Description of the property condition, including land use and management, unusual ecological, 
historical, geological, or other features and the condition of any specific property areas or features 
that may change when the landowner exercises reserved rights. 

For this report the land descriptions and photo point maps are divided into two sections: the southern 
portion of the property on either side of Crow Valley Road and the remainder of the property. 

Crow Valley Road South 

The area to the west of Crow Valley Road naturally divides into northern and southern sections; these 
are also separate tax parcels.  An old roadbed (Photo Point 1) traverses both sections and, based on its 
size, grade and the presence of a large old stone culvert (Photo Point 2), may have been the original 
location of the Crow Valley Road.  The northern half is relatively  unimpacted, has a few scattered 
oaks especially near the road, and is fairly steep.  A major drainage off of Turtleback Mountain 
crosses this section west to east and a utility line on poles crosses it north to south.  This section is 
forested except for a couple of rocky, steep grassland remnants which can be seen on the aerial photo.  
The southern half west of Crow Valley Road is flatter, has a heavily impacted section that was a 
former cattle feeding area with a concrete trough and silo, but also contains a number of large firs, 
maples and alders.  The large trees are mostly found on the south half of this section.  Just north of 
the silo area is a small shed mostly obscured underneath blackberry and a capped wellhead.  This 
southern half also contains one of the two “Agricultural Building Areas” where agricultural 
buildings, but no residences, are allowed. 

North and south of Nordstrom Lane there are two open fields that are used for haying and pasture.
The section of field south of Nordstrom Lane has a perimeter fence, plus another small area fenced 
off on the northeast corner.  The section north of the Lane has a fence on the north side, but not on 
the south side. 

Remainder of Property 

On the remainder of the property are two areas with buildings, the residential area and another cattle 
feeding/hay storage area.  This portion contains the two sections designated as both “Agricultural 
Building Areas and Residential Building Areas” plus a section designated solely as an “Agricultural 
Building Area” (see DNR Aerial Photo for details). This portion also contains four stock ponds and 
two wellheads.  The main drainage through Crow Valley, a seasonal stream, traverses this section 
from the northeast to the southwest.   

On the northern portion of this section is the property’s only residence (Photo Point 7).  Near the 
residence is a large barn (Photo Point 8) with a paddock and coverage for animals (a horse and a 
mule are the current residents).  There is a wellhead between the residence and barn.  Just northwest 
of the barn is a strikingly large old-growth Douglas Fir (Photo Point 10).  This section of woods also 

SJPT Orcas Farm Baseline Present Conditions Report
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contains other large, fire-scarred firs.  There are two driveways here.  The driveway off of Sunnyside 
Lane leads to the residence and the driveway off of Crow Valley Road leads to the barn.  Between 
the residence and east property line is a pasture area that becomes very wet in the winter and has a 
pair of stock ponds that straddle the sides of the creek. 

On the eastern portion of this section are two buildings off a short driveway from Orcas Road.  There 
is a metal sided barn used for hay and equipment storage and there is also an open sided, metal 
roofed loafing/feeding building next to the barn.  The barn is in current use but the loafing shed is not 
being used.  Also in this area is an old truck and old living trailer, both apparently being used for 
storage.  The only other structure in this area is a capped wellhead in the field off of Orcas Road.

The forests on the eastern portion of this section are remarkably diverse.  The woods on the corner of 
Orcas Road (the other allowed residential area) would be characterized as wet coniferous.  In the 
center of these woods are many alders, willows, scattered forested wetlands dominated by sedges and 
rose thickets.  Surrounding this wetter area is a ring of Douglas Fir.  The woods to the north along 
Orcas Road are much drier with an open understory and some remnant old-growth firs.  In this 
section of woods there is also a very large rock pile where the rocks cleared from the fields were 
dumped (Photo Point 16). 

The property is currently used for cattle pasturage and haying.  The owner has a small herd of her 
own cattle, but also leases the property to neighboring landowners who rotate cattle on and off the 
property and hay the fields. 

Property Boundaries: 

No recent surveys have been done and the only survey markers I could locate were both on the far 
southwestern portions of the property along Lehmann Levels and the boundary with the Medina 
Foundation’s Turtleback Mountain property.  The rest of the boundaries are mostly well defined 
either by roads or fence lines.  The only exception to this is where the property borders the land of 
John and Susan (Carol’s daughter) Fleischer (tpn 273334001), here there is no fence line. 

Inventory:

Buildings or structures on property, including houses, sheds, barns, man-made ponds, etc.  The 
purpose of each are described below and location of each is shown on attached map.

Type # on Map Description

Buildings: 1 Residence
2 Barn with animal paddock 
3 Hay and equipment storage barn 
4 Cattle feeding/loafing shed 
5 Concrete silo and concrete feeding trough 

Roads: 6,7,8,9 Driveways serving residence 
Ponds: 10,11,12 Constructed stock ponds 

SJPT Orcas Farm Baseline Present Conditions Report
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Attachments:

DNR Orthorectified Aerial (2004) with property boundary lines and designated use areas 
Present Conditions Map with property lines and inventoried items 
USGS topographical map with property boundary lines 
Aerial photographs from April 2005 
Crow Valley Road South Close-up Map with Photo Points and Vegetation Patterns 
Remainder of Property Close-up Map with Photo Points and Vegetation Patterns 
On-site photographs 
Directions to site 

Author:
Dean Dougherty 
M.S. University of Washington College of Forestry 2003 
Director of Stewardship, San Juan Preservation Trust 

_______________________________________________________________________
ACKNOWLEDGMENT OF PROPERTY CONDITION

The undersigned accept and acknowledge that this Present Conditions Report is an accurate representation of the property 
at the time of the conservation easement. 

Landowner(s): 

_____________________________________________________ Date __________________________ 

_____________________________________________________ Date __________________________ 

Easement Grantee: 

By:  __________________________________________________ Date __________________________ 

Title: ________________________________________________________________________________ 

SJPT Orcas Farm Baseline Present Conditions Report
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Orcas Farm Conservation Easement
Aerial Photo

Photograph:  2004 DNR Series 
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Orcas Farm Conservation Easement 
Present Conditions Map with Inventoried Items  

& Forested Areas 
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Orcas Farm Conservation Easement 
USGS Topographical Map 

USGS Eastsound Quadrangle 1977 (Revised 1994) 
Scale 1:24000 

20 foot contours 
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Orcas Farm Conservation Easement 
Aerial Photos taken in April 2005 

Aerial showing house, barn and loafing shed (white buildings in foreground). 

Aerial looking along Orcas Road and Nordstrom Lane.
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Orcas Farm Conservation Easement 
Crow Valley Road South Close-up Map with Photo Points and Vegetation Patterns 
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Orcas Farm Baseline Photographs – July 2005 

PP1. Old Roadbed. 

PP2. Culvert 

PP3. Bald with oak on rightside of photo. 
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Orcas Farm Baseline Photographs – July 2005 

PP4. Cattle feeding trough. 

PP5. Concrete silo. 

PP6. SW corner of property along Lehmann Levels. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Orcas Farm Conservation Easement              Page 11 of 17                                Present Conditions Report

SJPT Orcas Farm Baseline Present Conditions Report



Using Baseline Documentation Reports 197

Orcas Farm Conservation Easement 
Remainder of Property Close-up Map with Photo Points and Vegetation Patterns 
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Orcas Farm Baseline Photographs – August 2002 

PP7. House. 

PP8. Barn and paddock. 

PP9 Wellhead and view through property to the south. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Orcas Farm Conservation Easement              Page 13 of 17                                Present Conditions Report

SJPT Orcas Farm Baseline Present Conditions Report



Using Baseline Documentation Reports 199

Orcas Farm Baseline Photos – August 2006 

PP10.  Big Douglas Fir tree NW of barn, approximately 8’ dbh. 

PP11. North end stock pond. 
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Orcas Farm Baseline Photos – August 2006 

PP12. Central stock pond with blackberry hedge. 

PP13. Wellcap and field adjacent to Orcas road, view to N. 

PP14. East side hay barn. 
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Orcas Farm Baseline Photos – August 2006 

PP15. East side loafing shed. 

PP16. Rock pile and open understory woods. 

PP17.  Oak and fir copse in pasture along Nordstrom’s Lane. 
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Orcas Farm Site Directions 

Directions to site: 

From the Orcas ferry terminal drive north toward Eastsound on Orcas Road.  The property begins at 
the intersection with Nordstrom Lane (about 3 ½ miles).  The residence is reached by going left on 
Nordstrom, right onto Crow Valley Road and then right on Sunnyside Lane.  The driveway is the first 
right.
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CLC Sample Map with Photo Points
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Additional Resources

Internal Revenue Code §170(h)
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode. In the search boxes insert title 
number “26” and section number “170(h)” and click on “Go to title 
and section.”

Treasury Regulations §1.170A-14
http://edocket.access.gpo.gov/cfr_2003/aprqtr/pdf/26cfr1 
.170A-14.pdf

Baseline Documentation Reports 
The Conservation Easement Handbook, by Elizabeth Byers and Karin 
Marchetti Ponte (Washington, DC: The Trust for Public Land and 
the Land Trust Alliance, 2005).

The Conservation Easement Stewardship Guide, by Brenda Lind 
(Washington, DC: Land Trust Alliance and the Trust for New 
Hampshire Lands, 1991).

Massachusetts Conservation Restriction Stewardship Manual: A Handbook 
for Land Trusts and Conservation Commissions, by Kathy Sferra and 
Nicholas Holland (Lincoln, MA: Massachusetts Audubon Society, 
2006).

Software

Conservation Connections Database: www.conservationconnections 
.com

Erler’s LandSteward Software
A browser-interfaced database program that allows land conservation 
organizations to better manage the complex information needed to 
ensure effective stewardship and permanent protection of conserved 
land (www.lta.org/resources/Publications).

For information on using GIS for land conservation work, including 
online training: www.landtrustgis.org.

For aerial photographs, try http://earth.google.com and http://maps 
.live.com.

Aerial photographs may also be available through county Natural 
Resource Conservation Service offices (www.nrcs.usda.gov) or the 
local offices of the United States Department of Agriculture Farm 
Service Agency (www.fsa.usda.gov).
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Check Your Progress

Before continuing on to the next chapter, check that you can:

l	Explain the value and uses of a baseline documentation report 
with respect to monitoring conservation easements

l	Explain who uses the baseline documentation report and 
when

l	Use a baseline documentation report map to locate a property 
on the ground

l	Use a photo point map (and/or GPS coordinates) in the 
baseline documentation report to locate photo points on the 
ground

l	Explain how land trusts address easement amendments and 
supplement information in baseline documentation reports





Learning Objectives

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:

Explain the value of documented, annual conservation ease-•	

ment monitoring
Describe the range of monitoring activities land trusts engage •	

in (foot, car, boat, plane, satellite, etc.)
Describe how the type of property and form of monitoring •	

dictates the frequency of monitoring
Describe the range of individuals involved in land trust moni-•	

toring and the qualifications of monitors (volunteers, staff and 
consultants)

Chapter Four • Easement Monitoring 

Practice 11C: Easement Monitoring
The land trust monitors its easement properties regularly, at least annually, in a manner appro-
priate to the size and restrictions of each property, and keeps documentation (such as reports, 
updated photographs and maps) of each monitoring activity.

There are several reasons why a land trust should monitor its easements annually. Monitoring 
helps a land trust develop a relationship with the landowner, helps discover changes in land 
ownership, enables it to see if the easement is effective, helps uncover violations, saves time and 
money on enforcement actions, and establishes a record in case of court action. Annual monitor-
ing routinely reminds the landowner of the easement and provides a means for annual landowner 
contact. With annual monitoring the land trust can promptly document any changes in the 
property’s condition relative to the easement. While some land trusts regularly conduct “drive-
by” or informal monitoring activities, the monitoring results should be documented to build a 
record for future monitoring and in case the land trust must address a violation. Some easements 
with particularly sensitive conditions, or on land where a landowner is performing management 
activities, may require monitoring more frequently than once a year. Land trusts use a combina-
tion of on-the-ground review, aerial observation and other methods in their annual monitoring.

— From the Background to the 2004 revisions of Land Trust Standards and Practices
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Conservation easement monitoring: 
The land trust’s ongoing inspection 
of land to determine compliance 
with the terms of the easement and 
the documentation of the organiza-
tion’s findings. Monitoring ensures 
the protection of the land’s conser-
vation values over time.

Describe the variety of ways that land trusts provide training •	

for easement monitors
Select a monitoring program that suits the lands your land •	

trust protects and the individuals available to assist with 
monitoring
Write, or work with someone to write, a land trust monitoring •	

policy or procedure that includes:
Schedule of monitoring (annual or more often)•	

Procedures to follow when monitoring•	

Qualifications of monitors•	

Procedures to follow after the monitoring visit•	

Steps to take in the event of a suspected violation •	

Describe the types of activities that go on before a monitoring •	

visit:
Informing the landowner•	

Reviewing files and relevant records•	

Gathering material•	

Explain the various steps in a monitoring visit:•	

Procedures to follow when monitoring, such as: route of •	

travel; checking boundaries and/or other areas sensitive to 
encroachment; checking roads and other access ways; and 
checking where there is recent activity permitted by the 
easement (building, forest management, etc.)
Taking notes at photo points and when to take additional •	

photos
Taking notes of any exercised reserved rights•	

Explain the various steps after a monitoring visit:•	

Transcription of field notes•	

Labeling of photos•	

Creation of monitoring report or summary of field notes•	

Signatures of report preparers and parties to the easement, •	

if applicable
Review of monitoring reports•	

Contact with landowner•	

Maintaining monitoring records and reports•	

Briefly describe steps that the monitor should take in the event •	

that he or she suspects there is a violation
Create a monitoring visit report form•	

Have a strategy for moving a land trust with no, or limited, •	

easement monitoring into full implementation of the practice
Be able to track current and estimate future monitoring costs•	
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Summary

A conservation easement provides the legal means for a land trust and 
landowner to protect important natural, cultural and historic resources 
on a property. The responsibility for upholding the easement over time 
rests with the easement holder. Easement monitoring is the primary 
method land trusts use to fulfill this stewardship obligation. 

Regular monitoring:

Helps to protect the property’s conservation values•	

Demonstrates a land trust’s commitment to protect the •	

conservation purposes of the easement, thereby meeting IRS 
requirements for donated easements and maintaining the orga-
nization’s status as a qualified easement holder
Helps instill public trust and confidence in the land trust’s •	

easement program
Provides a forum for a land trust to interact with landowners •	

and promote strong landowner relationships
Provides for early detection of violations that may be resolved •	

before legal action must be taken
Provides a record in case of court action•	

Helps the land trust to understand the changes in the land-•	

scape that occur over time

If a land trust fails to fulfill this basic stewardship obligation, the orga-
nization will suffer. In addition to the risk of potential harm to a prop-
erty’s conservation attributes, insufficient monitoring may jeopardize:

The enforceability of the easement•	

The community’s confidence in easements•	

Potential new easement transactions•	

Relationships with existing easement landowners•	

The land trust’s financial stability•	

The land trust’s ability to fulfill IRS requirements•	

These consequences may also have a ripple effect on the larger land 
trust community and the future use of conservation easements as a 
land protection tool. 

A comprehensive monitoring program will help avoid these difficul-
ties and help achieve the goals of the easement in perpetuity. This 
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chapter provides detailed information about how to set up such a 
program, including how to:

Design a monitoring program that is tailored to the needs •	

of the land trust, its easement properties and its stewardship 
philosophy
Create a written monitoring policy or procedure•	

Create a monitoring form and recordkeeping system•	

Plan and conduct a monitoring inspection and complete •	

follow-up recordkeeping

Evaluate Your Practices 

Conduct a quick evaluation of your organization’s understanding of 
easement monitoring by giving your organization one point for every 
“yes” answer. Scores are shown at the end, along with guidance about 
these questions.

Does your organization:

1. Conduct regular monitoring, at least annually, of all its ease-
ment properties?

2. Provide sufficient training and materials to easement monitors?
3. Document every monitoring inspection and have the moni-

tor sign the monitoring report, as well as the landowner, as 
appropriate?

4. Have a written monitoring policy and/or procedure?
5. Communicate with the landowner during the monitoring 

process?

If your organization scores:

 5:  Great! Your organization clearly understands the impor-
tance of a good comprehensive monitoring program. This 
course may help you refine your monitoring procedures. 
Consider sending samples of your policies and documents 
to the Land Trust Alliance for posting on its digital library 
(e-mail learn@lta.org).

 3–4:  Good, but there is room for improvement. A complete 
understanding of monitoring will enhance your organiza-
tion’s already good practices.
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 0–2:  It is time to gain a thorough understanding of monitoring, 
including why it is necessary, the steps involved, the impor-
tance of documentation and recordkeeping, and the bene-
fits of policies and procedures to ensure your organization 
is prepared for the perpetual stewardship of its easements.

Guidance

1. To ensure conservation easement terms are upheld, land trusts 
must conduct a physical inspection of the easement property at 
least annually or more frequently if required by the easement 
restrictions. Insufficient or a lack of monitoring may reduce the 
enforceability of easements over time, lead to irreparable harm 
to the conservation attributes of the property and jeopardize 
the land trust’s ability to accept easement gifts.

2. Monitors must understand their role as information gatherers 
and have the resources necessary to carry out their assignments. 
Monitoring results are only as good as the monitors, so land 
trusts need to devote time and resources to training.

3. Land trusts must provide a written record of their inspections 
to prove that they occurred and to document the results for 
future use. The monitoring reports will supplement the origi-
nal baseline report, provide valuable information for the next 
monitor and provide legal evidence, if needed, for enforcement 
of an easement violation. The monitor’s signature, and other 
parties’ signatures as appropriate, on the monitoring report will 
help establish authenticity of the document and assist the land 
trust should it need to use the monitor as a witness in court.

4. Written monitoring policies and procedures will help ensure 
that your land trust conducts all monitoring consistently and 
that it has the necessary documentation to defend its ease-
ments in perpetuity.

5. Landowners are partners in fulfilling the long-term goals of 
the easement. Land trusts need to communicate with landown-
ers about their monitoring inspections so landowners know the 
results and whether or not there are any issues that need to be 
addressed. This interaction also provides opportunity to build 
the land trust–landowner relationship and the landowner’s 
confidence in the land trust’s stewardship. Further, it provides 
yet another chance for the land trust to serve as a resource to 
the landowner as appropriate.



Conservation Easement Stewardship212

Overview of Easement Monitoring

Conservation easement monitoring is the inspection of an easement 
property to check for compliance with the easement terms. It is one of 
the fundamental components of any easement stewardship program. 
Easement properties should be monitored on a regular basis, at least 
annually, more frequently if the landowner is activating reserved rights 
or if the land trust believes there is an above-average potential for a 
violation to occur. Monitoring can be performed by board members, 
staff, volunteers or consultants. Depending on the character of the 
protected property and the resources of the land trust, monitoring can 
be conducted on foot, by car or recreational vehicle, by horseback or 
boat, from planes, even through remote sensing or satellite imagery for 
particularly large properties.

The actual inspection of the property is just one element of ease-
ment monitoring. Land trusts also must prepare for the inspection by 
reviewing files and baselines, and then document the inspection and 
follow up with the landowner after the inspection. Each land trust’s 
overall monitoring program should be tailored to the organization’s 
easement properties and its capacity and should be written down in its 
monitoring policy and procedures.

Importance of Easement Monitoring

There are many reasons to conduct easement monitoring — the most 
important being the protection of the property’s conservation values 
and fulfillment of the commitments contained in the conservation 
easement. For example, an easement may require that before granting 
approval for a timber harvest, the land trust will conduct a site inspec-
tion to ensure that best management practices are in place and that no 
trees will be removed from stream banks, to protect water quality. The 
monitoring visit will help ensure that these requirements are met, thus 
supporting the long-term protection of the property’s resources. 

Easement monitoring also demonstrates the land trust’s commitment 
to stewardship and its ability to enforce the easements’ terms. This 
demonstration may be important in case of legal proceedings. The 
revised IRS Form 990, Return of Organization Exempt from Income 
Tax, for tax year 2008 (to be filed in 2009 and later years) requires 
easement holders to note the number and acreage of easements that 
were monitored by physical inspection or other means during the tax 
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year. The form also requires the land trust to provide the total staff 
hours and a list of expenses (legal fees, staff salaries, etc.) incurred 
for monitoring and enforcing new or existing easements during the 
tax year. For more information, see the IRS website (www.irs.gov) 
or Land Trust Alliance website (www.landtrustalliance.org) and the 
Land Trust Alliance course “Nonprofit Law and Recordkeeping for 
Land Trusts.” 

Another reason to conduct easement monitoring is to ensure ease-
ments and the land trusts that hold them are meeting specific legal 
requirements. For donated easements, Treasury Regulation §1.170A-
14(g)(5)(ii) states in part: “The terms of the donation must provide a 
right of the donee to enter the property at reasonable times for the 
purpose of inspecting the property to determine if there is compli-
ance with the terms of the donation.” Additionally, the land trust 
must ensure that it meets its requirements as a “qualified organization” 
under §170(h) of the Internal Revenue Code, and that it maintains 
its tax-exempt status and ability to accept and enforce easement gifts. 
Furthermore, the IRS has requested copies of monitoring reports, in 
addition to baseline documentation reports, when conducting audits 
of landowners who donated conservation easements. 

Easement monitoring provides an opportunity for landowners to 
review the easement terms and discuss their planned activities for the 
property with the land trust. It also allows the land trust to ask ques-
tions and to continue to build a positive, working relationship with 
the landowner. Land trusts often learn of additional land protection 
opportunities during monitoring visits. The land trust may also use the 
opportunity to offer information or resources to landowners about land 
management concerns (see chapter 2). Although it may not always 
be feasible for both landowner and land trust to attend the site visit, 
there are other ways to have interaction, such as a phone conversation 
prior to the inspection. A notice of the upcoming monitoring visit 
can also be an impetus for dialogue. Communication during moni-
toring is especially important for new owners of easement properties. 
Monitoring is a mechanism to start building a relationship with a new 
landowner, to prevent future violations and to recruit a new ambassa-
dor for the land trust.

Regular monitoring helps to avert easement violations and assists in 
early detection of potential violations. If a land trust monitors regularly, 
it is more likely to hear about the landowner’s proposed activities and 

The revised IRS Form 990 
requires easement holders to 
note the number and acreage of 
easements that were monitored 
by physical inspection or other 
means during the tax year, the 
total staff hours and a list of 
expenses incurred for monitor-
ing and enforcement.

The IRS has requested copies of 
monitoring reports, in addition to 
baseline documentation reports, 
when conducting audits of land-
owners who donated conserva-
tion easements. 

Land trusts often learn of addi-
tional land protection opportuni-
ties during monitoring visits.
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will be better positioned to resolve any violations promptly. Regular 
monitoring sends a clear message to landowners and the community 
at large that the land trust takes its stewardship obligation seriously.

There are several other reasons to conduct easement monitoring. By 
inspecting a property periodically, a land trust will learn about land-
scape changes that are occurring over time. This information may help 
with enforcement of the particular easement, but the knowledge may 
also help the land trust improve future conservation easement proj-
ects. During monitoring, a land trust may learn about which easement 
provisions are difficult for landowners to understand or uphold, so that 
future easements can be adjusted. 

Finally, monitoring provides a great opportunity to highlight the land 
trust’s successes, whether in person with easement landowners, or in a 
story in the land trust newsletter or the local paper. Conducting and 
completing annual monitoring is a great accomplishment, and a land 
trust can find many creative ways to use these activities in promoting 
the organization’s work and relevance in the community.

Conversely, failing to monitor regularly can generate negative public-
ity that may have a ripple effect on the land conservation community 
as a whole. Consider, for example, a land trust that does not monitor 
one of its conservation easements for four years. Suppose that during 
that time, the land transfers to a new owner who starts to operate a 
commercial gravel pit on the property, an activity that is clearly prohib-
ited under the terms of the easement and local zoning regulations. 
The community discovers what is happening on the land and residents 
complain to local officials about the zoning violation. At that point, 
the community discovers that the local land trust has a conservation 
easement on the property that prohibits gravel extraction. The public’s 
trust in the organization and the integrity of the land trust’s easement 
program may be at stake, as well as possibly the land trust’s standing as 
a 501(c)(3) organization. 

The consequences of a land trust failing to monitor its easement 
properties regularly can be great. Lack of monitoring may reduce the 
enforceability of the easement through exceeding applicable statutes 
of limitation or the assertion of legal defenses such as prescription, 
estoppel or laches. It may cause other landowners to decline to move 
forward with easement conveyances, or donors to withdraw financial 
support. It could certainly create setbacks in relationships with current 

Prescription: A long or immemo-
rial use of some right so as to give 
a right to continue such use, or 
the process of acquiring a right by 
uninterrupted assertion of the right 
over a long period of time.

Laches: Failure to take an action 
at the proper time, especially such 
delay as will prevent a party from 
bringing a legal proceeding.
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easement owners, their neighbors and community members who may 
question the land trust’s commitment to its mission and goals.

Setting the Protocols  
for a Monitoring Program

Easement monitoring programs are tailored according to three basic 
variables: the terms of the easements, the characteristics of the lands and 
the philosophy and capacity of the land trust. The following questions 
may help a land trust define its monitoring program requirements: 

What are the easements’ purposes and intent? •	 For example, if an 
easement protects rare species, a system to regularly monitor 
the species presence and health may be needed. If an easement 
protects water quality, a monitoring system for water quality 
may be appropriate.
What are the easements’ restricted uses and reserved rights? •	 Will 
special monitoring be needed for certain restrictions? Will 
the monitoring program need to address frequent requests for 
approvals of reserved rights to be exercised?
Do the easements contain affirmative rights that will require addi-•	

tional stewardship?
What types of properties are protected, and what is the best way to •	

inspect them? For example, will large size or remoteness require 
aerial or other special monitoring techniques? Do the prop-
erties include working forest- or working farmland, which 
may need more frequent inspections or communication with 
landowners? 
What are the land trust’s long-term goals and philosophy for the •	

monitoring program? Does the land trust wish to influence 
property management by providing resource management 
assistance to the landowner? Does the organization wish to 
cultivate relationships with landowners and future land protec-
tion opportunities? What are the expectations and concerns of 
the community the land trust serves?
What are the land trust’s available resources for the monitor-•	

ing program? Does it have the appropriate personnel, level of 
expertise, funding and equipment? How can the land trust get 
the most “bang for its buck” in its monitoring program, given 
its resources? 

For most land trusts, answering these questions is an ongoing process. 
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As they acquire more easements and more experience, land trusts adjust 
their monitoring programs accordingly. But once land trusts have a 
handle on basic program needs and design, they can and should estab-
lish policies, procedures and checklists. These written guidelines enable 
land trusts to better address ongoing monitoring needs and funding 
requirements, and ensure that they can consistently meet monitoring 
program expectations. Furthermore, a landowner or his or her advi-
sors may request a copy of the land trust’s monitoring policy to deter-
mine if the organization has the requisite commitment to protect its 
easements as required by the Internal Revenue Code to be considered 
an eligible donee for tax-deductible easements. Of course, monitoring 
policies and procedures that are based on unrealistic expectations or 
are not carried out consistently can be a detriment to the organization, 
both legally and in terms of public perception. 

Land trusts should evaluate their policies and procedures periodically 
to ensure they are meeting their internal goals. In addition to looking 
at similar land trusts for guidance, land trusts should be aware of any 
requirements or recommendations of the IRS, Land Trust Alliance 
and any grant programs or funding sources that contribute to the 
organization’s monitoring activities. For more information about the 
contents of a monitoring policy, see the Monitoring Policy Template 
on page 246. See also the sample documents at the end of this chapter, 
which include examples of monitoring policies and procedures. 

Following is further information about monitoring program protocols, 
including:

What is a monitoring form, and what does it cover?•	

Who performs monitoring?•	

When is monitoring performed?•	

How is monitoring performed?•	

Land trusts can use this information in designing their overall policy 
and procedures for monitoring.

Monitoring Reports

An easement monitoring form or monitoring report is a form that the land 
trust completes to document the results of the monitoring inspection 
and any changes on the property. The form also identifies any issues 
to be addressed. The report is essentially a snapshot in time, because 

Land trusts should evaluate  
their policies and procedures 

periodically to ensure they are 
meeting their internal goals.
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it captures the condition of the property on a particular day. The form 
serves as a guide to the monitor during the inspection, and a prompt 
about what aspects of the property should be evaluated. 

Land trusts tailor monitoring forms to the types of properties they 
protect and the easement terms. Usually the form addresses the key 
reserved rights and prohibited uses in the easement and notes the 
condition of the property related to these rights and uses. Also included 
are basic data, such as the easement name, current landowner, date, 
time, name of monitor(s), names of anyone who attended on behalf of 
the landowner, and the means of monitoring (on foot, by car, etc.).  The 
form may include additional information, such as opportunities for the 
land trust to provide assistance regarding resource management issues 
(see the sample documents from the Columbia Land Conservancy 
and the Marin Agricultural Land Trust on pages 261 and 267).

The monitoring form should also contain a signature and date line for 
the monitor and clearly define the monitor’s role with the organiza-
tion (board member, volunteer, staff or consultant). Depending on the 
protocols of the land trust, it might also require the review and sign 
off of another land trust representative as assurance that the property 
was monitored and any follow-up actions were being addressed. Land 
trusts are encouraged to implement quality control measures through-
out their easement stewardship program. Some land trusts will send 
the monitoring form to the landowner for his or her review and signa-
ture as well. The pros and cons of landowners signing these forms are 
discussed later in this chapter.

The completed monitoring form serves as written documentation of 
the inspection and may be a tool in subsequent easement enforcement. 
It provides testimony about the conditions of the property that were 
observed by the monitor. As with all documents that may be used in 
easement enforcement and legal proceedings, completed monitoring 
reports should be stored in accordance with the land trust’s records 
policy.

Monitoring Personnel 

Land trusts can utilize volunteers, board members, staff, consultants 
or even other land trusts to conduct monitoring of their conserva-
tion easement properties. The choice of easement monitoring person-
nel will depend on the skill level or expertise needed, the resources 
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available to the land trust, and the land trust’s goals for its monitoring 
program. If, for example, one of its goals is to build ongoing relation-
ships with landowners, then a land trust representative who has conti-
nuity with the organization should conduct the visit. But if the goal 
is to inspect for soil nutrient depletion, then an expert consultant may 
be needed. 

In some circumstances, land trusts may need several different types 
of monitors. For example, a land trust with an easement that protects 
both open space and a historic structure may need an architect with 
historical expertise to monitor the structure and a staff member with 
open space easement knowledge to monitor the remainder of the prop-
erty.  A land trust that uses volunteers as monitors may choose to have 
a staff member coordinate the overall monitoring program. 

One emphasis of any monitoring program should be to provide thor-
ough training to monitors. A land trust must ensure that volunteers 
and staff have appropriate training and experience for their responsi-
bilities. These individuals serve a critical role in the organization, both 
as easement monitors and also as land trust ambassadors. A good moni-
toring program will support monitors so that they are equipped with 
the knowledge to feel confident in their assignments, are comfortable 
representing the organization and feel valued for their contributions 
to the land trust’s mission. For more information on this subject, see 
Practice 7D, Availability of Training and Expertise.

How can a land trust create and maintain a quality monitor training 
program? Someone on staff with monitoring experience may coor-
dinate and train the monitors. Perhaps a consulting land trust with 
extensive monitoring experience can provide a training workshop 
tailored to the monitoring philosophy and monitoring documents of 
the client land trust. A land trust should also consider incorporating a 
field component exercise in the training program to allow the moni-
tors to make a trial run and ask questions. Monitors need to know: 

How to prepare for an inspection•	

What materials are available•	

What to bring on an inspection•	

What to look for while on site •	

What information and observations to document •	

What to do if they have questions or think they may have •	

identified a potential violation
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How to handle questions from landowners if they accompany •	

the monitor during the inspection 
What follow up is required •	

The name and contact information for the monitor program •	

coordinator

A land trust can also obtain training for its volunteers from land 
trust conferences, such as Rally: the National Land Conservation 
Conference and training events hosted by regional or state land trust 
service centers or coalitions. Another source for training may be neigh-
boring experienced land trusts. For example, when the Piscataquog 
Watershed Association (PWA) was setting up its volunteer monitor-
ing program, it invited the Ausbon Sargent Land Preservation Trust to 
provide a half-day training session for PWA volunteer monitors.

Most important, remember that all monitors, whether volunteers, staff 
or consultants, are the land trust’s representatives and need to under-
stand the importance of conducting themselves in a professional and 
consistent manner. 

Volunteers 
Volunteerism is the backbone of many nonprofits, with land trusts 
being no exception. Volunteers are willing to donate their time, and 
often financial resources, to an organization they feel is worthwhile 
and making a true difference in their communities. A land trust 
that uses volunteers should have a program to attract, screen, train, 
supervise and recognize them. This strategy is especially important 
in easement monitoring because volunteer monitors have significant 
responsibility in upholding easements and maintaining good land-
owner relationships. For more information on using volunteers, see 
Practice 7B, Volunteers. 

A land trust may want to select volunteers, or form a team of volun-
teers, that possess certain skills or knowledge. For example, volunteers 
may need to know how to read various maps and aerial photos, use 
a compass or GPS unit, take measurements of structures, operate a 
camera, walk for an extended period of time over various terrain, oper-
ate a boat or recreational vehicle, collect water samples, identify flora 
and fauna, be knowledgeable about farming operations and improve-
ments and so forth. The land trust will also need volunteers that are 
comfortable engaging with landowners, if that activity is to be part 
of the monitoring visit. Volunteers who are observant, conscientious 

Finding volunteer monitors may 
be as simple as looking at your 
membership list or reaching out 
to a hiking or outing club in the 
area, but remember that training 
them is the key to success. 
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and trustworthy are best because they will need to report their find-
ings reliably and be discreet about sensitive information as part of the 
monitoring process. 

With an all-volunteer easement monitoring program, a land trust 
should assign someone to coordinate the program. The coordinator is 
responsible for ensuring monitors are familiar with the land trust and 
monitoring protocols, which include:

Sharing information and providing materials such as maps, •	

directions, landowner names and contact information, a 
summary of the key easement provisions, and a copy of the 
baseline to review prior to monitoring. 
Ensuring that monitors know what is expected of them from •	

pre-monitoring preparations though post-monitoring wrap-up. 
Ensuring a clear division of labor, including who is respon-•	

sible for completing all the assigned inspections on time, who 
handles any questions or issues raised by the landowner during 
the course of the inspection, who follows up on any potential 
easement violations and who completes the monitoring forms. 

Some land trusts use volunteers for monitoring with a staff person 
overseeing and coordinating the monitoring program. For example, 
the Ausbon Sargent Land Preservation Trust, a regional staffed land 
trust in New Hampshire, has developed an exemplary monitoring 
program using this system. A part-time staff person oversees a corps 
of about 64 volunteers that perform annual monitoring of 82 ease-
ments. Volunteers are assigned to specific easement properties, and 
the coordinator provides each with maps, background information and 
monitoring training and materials. The volunteers visit the properties 
and complete the monitoring form, noting any problems or follow-up 
that is needed, and deliver the materials back to the coordinator. The 
coordinator reviews the results and routes any problems to the appro-
priate staff for follow-up. This way, staff ensure that problem areas are 
addressed consistently. 

Of course, good training is fundamental to a volunteer-based moni-
toring program. A volunteer monitor is the face of the land trust, 
and volunteers must understand not only how to conduct monitor-
ing tasks but also how to appropriately represent the land trust and 
field landowner questions. Volunteers may find useful the information 
and sample documents on landowner relationships in chapter 2, as 

A volunteer monitor is the face 
of the land trust, and volunteers 

must know how to appropriately 
represent the land trust and  

field landowner questions.
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well as the information in this chapter. See also the Monitor Training 
Curriculum and Handbook: A Guide to the Recruitment, Training and 
Oversight of Conservation Easement Monitors, listed on page 291.

The land trust should consider how it will evaluate the volunteer moni-
toring program. What backup plan does the land trust have if it does 
not have sufficient volunteers to meet its needs? How does it retain 
good monitors? How will monitoring quality be evaluated?

The Minnesota Land Trust has a detailed position description for its volunteer 

monitors, and to participate in the monitoring program, an individual must 

complete an annual certification program to learn new information about the 

land trust and emerging conservation issues. In 2007, the land trust used 90 

volunteers to monitor its easements, and it typically trains 15 to 25 new volun-

teer monitors each year. To become certified, new volunteers must complete 

a half-day training session and then accompany an experienced “mentor” 

volunteer or land trust staff person on a visit to a protected property. 

The Minnesota Land Trust started its certification program in 2000 to strengthen 

a volunteer program that was cost-effective and geographically diverse. With 

the certification program, the land trust has been able to ensure consistency 

and quality control of its monitoring. In speaking about the outcomes of 

the certification program, Kris Larson, director of conservation, notes: “The 

program has improved the quality of monitoring and our ability to track issues 

related to individual projects and individual monitors. It was implemented as 

part of an overall effort to improve our stewardship program. Having 90 to 100 

people around the state who are associated with the land trust has other bene-

fits, including having an ear to the ground on potential projects or community 

conservation issues. Thus, the program has made other differences besides 

simply monitoring.” Larson offers the following advice to land trusts interested 

in developing a certification program for volunteer monitors:

•	 Recruit	 somewhat	 experienced	 volunteers	 (e.g.,	 Department	 of	

Natural Resources personnel, etc.)

•	 Know	exactly	how	you	intend	to	use	them

•	 Get	to	know	your	volunteers

•	 Have	the	necessary	training	materials

•	 Train	volunteers	well

•	 Stay	in	front	of	them;	communicate

•	 Be	serious	about	training;	stress	the	importance	of	monitoring	and	

tracking it accurately

Example
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•	 Treat	volunteers	as	true	representatives	of	the	land	trust

•	 Recognize	and	celebrate	their	efforts	

•	 Continue	to	evaluate	the	merits	of	using	volunteers	versus	

other	approaches	to	monitoring;	don’t	assume	you	have	to	use	

volunteers

Staff 
Staffed land trusts often use their staff to conduct easement monitor-
ing for a number of reasons. As part of their daily work, staff members 
are likely to have learned about conservation easement provisions, the 
easement conveyance process, legal requirements, organizational stew-
ardship philosophy and the importance of professional conduct and 
standards. They may have been involved in the easement transaction 
and so may already be familiar with the property and the landowner. 
Staff members understand the relationship between stewardship and 
the integrity of the land trust program, and they may be more effi-
cient at implementing monitoring protocols than volunteers. Staff-
based monitoring can provide more consistency in the program and 
increase the likelihood that a potential violation will be detected early. 
For example, the Marin Agricultural Land Trust in California uses 
staff instead of volunteers, explaining that easement landowners are 
more comfortable knowing someone on staff and like to see the same 
faces from year to year. 

Consultants 
Land trusts may also use consultants for easement monitoring. At pres-
ent, this option appears to be less popular among land trusts, in part 
perhaps, because of the emphasis that land trusts are placing on build-
ing landowner relationships. With respect to cultivating long-term, 
partnership-oriented relationships with landowners, staff or dedicated 
volunteers may be better suited to this role. 

However, using consultants for certain aspects of monitoring may 
allow land trusts to free up time for other areas of their work, such as 
conserving additional land. Consultant Shelton Douthit of California 
explains that land trusts sometimes hire him for the field compo-
nent of monitoring. Land trust staff or volunteers do the face-to-face 
work with landowners, to maintain good continuity in the landowner 
relationship. The consultant specializes in knowing the land and its 
boundaries, special features and management. No matter how they 
employ consultants, land trusts need to invest time and money in find-
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ing, contracting and training consultant monitors. A consultant moni-
tor should understand the easements, supporting documentation and 
the land trust’s monitoring policy and protocols. The consultant’s role 
as agent of the land trust must be well-defined, including the extent 
of the consultant’s authority to answer landowner questions, respond 
to requests for approvals and address potential problems. Because the 
consultant will be the face of the land trust with landowners, it is espe-
cially important that he or she understand the land trust’s philosophy 
regarding landowner relations. Ensure that the consultant knows how 
to be discreet in discussions with landowners and when to defer land-
owner questions to others at the land trust.

The contractual relationship between the consultant and land trust 
should be clearly defined, consistent with federal and state laws and, 
as appropriate, documented in a signed contract or memorandum of 
understanding that states terms and compensation. The land trust 
should also ensure that the consultant is familiar with sections of 
Land Trust Standards and Practices that are relevant to his or her work. 
For more information on working with consultants, see Practice 7H, 
Working with Consultants. 

As with land trusts that use staff or volunteer monitors, a land trust 
that uses consultant monitors should be clear about who is supervising 
the consultants; who is responsible for handling follow-up, landowner 
questions and potential violations; and who is responsible for oversee-
ing the overall monitoring program.

To locate qualified consultants, contact your regional Land Trust 
Alliance office, land trust service center or coalition or neighboring 
land trusts for recommendations. Some local and state government 
agencies that hold conservation easements use consultants for moni-
toring and so may be a source of information as well. 

Easement Monitoring Using a Consultant:  
Mojave Desert Land Trust
Mojave Desert Land Trust (MDLT), founded in 2005, employs consultant exper-

tise to help it manage its acquisition program and monitoring responsibili-

ties. Nancy Karl, director of operations, explains that the land trust chooses to 

work with consultant Shelton Douthit because “the experience and creden-

tials that he brings to the table could not be matched in-house.” For MDLT, a 

relatively young land trust, the knowledge and experience Douthit brings are 

To locate qualified consultants, 
contact your regional Land Trust 
Alliance office, land trust service 
center or coalition or neighboring 
land trusts for recommendations. 

Example
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essential. He provides assistance on MDLT’s preacquisition projects involving 

inholdings in national parks, managing the field work and certain financial 

and real estate aspects of these transactions. Douthit also helps put in place 

the permanent monitoring system that MDLT will use as the land is trans-

ferred, with restrictions, to the National Park Service. 

Douthit explains that a consultant can bring familiarity with field work and real 

estate transactions to a land trust and can provide services to complete essential 

work quickly.  This service is especially important for land trusts when they are 

new and have not yet developed in-house experience and protocols. For other 

clients, Douthit provides basic monitoring fieldwork services, while the land 

trusts absorb more responsibility for the landowner contact and relationship-

building aspect of monitoring. He explains that, ultimately, the goal is to transfer 

full monitoring responsibilities to the land trusts as each land trust matures and 

its stewardship program increases in volume. 

An important role for a consultant is to seed best practices for stew-
ardship into land trust operations. Land trusts with newly established 
easement programs may want to seek experienced consultants to help 
them design state-of-the-art protocols for easement monitoring. 

Swapping Expertise: Liberty Prairie Conservancy and CorLands
To complete monitoring, or other stewardship tasks, a land trust may also 

be able to barter or swap skills with another in the area. For example, Liberty 

Prairie Conservancy (LPC) and CorLands in Illinois, which overlap coverage 

area	 in	 Lake	 County,	 have	 at	 times	 shared	 GIS	 mapping	 data,	 creation	 of	

high-end	GIS	maps	and	technical	expertise.	CorLands	had	a	staff	person	with	

expertise in tree identification, while LPC had someone with expertise in 

herbaceous plant identification. Each person would assist the other, particu-

larly if information was needed in baseline documentation inventories. When 

a new staff person joined CorLands and began easement monitoring, LPC 

representatives accompanied her on a few monitoring visits, because they 

were more familiar with the properties. These two organizations recognize 

the value of pooling their skills and knowledge for stewardship purposes. 

They support each other in whatever way they can, including collaborating on 

easement drafting and holding easements on each other’s fee ownerships. 

Especially for land trusts with limited capacity, swapping expertise and 

resources may be an excellent way to add depth and strength to a steward-

ship program. 

Example
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Avoiding Conflicts of Interest 
Land trusts should be aware of real or perceived conflicts of inter-
est within their monitoring programs. Guidelines in the monitoring 
policy and the land trust’s conflict of interest policy should address 
these concerns. Monitors should recuse themselves from conducting 
any inspection that may be perceived as a conflict of interest, such as an 
inspection of their own land, or land owned by their family members 
or partners, employers, neighbors or other related parties as defined by 
the IRS. 

For example, the Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust 
(CCALT) prohibits staff, volunteers or board members from moni-
toring their own or related parties’ easements. The land trust’s policy 
states: 

No individual who owns property covered by a CCALT 
conservation easement, including Board members, staff or 
volunteers, and approved by the Board of Directors to moni-
tor conservation easements, may monitor an easement on 
their own property, neighboring properties or any property in 
which they have a direct interest, financial or otherwise.

For additional information on conflicts of interest, see Standard 4, 
Conflicts of Interest, and the Land Trust Alliance course “Avoiding 
Conflicts of Interest and Running an Ethical Land Trust.” 

Scheduling Monitoring

Like easement terms, monitoring schedules are tailored to the require-
ments of the landowner, the land trust and the type of easement prop-
erty.  To determine the best time to monitor, consider:

Provisions of the conservation easement — are there any •	

terms that need particular timing for the inspection, such as 
restrictions on specific agricultural practices or terms involving 
specific management for rare species?
Terms of the inspection clause of the easement, such as limits •	

on times of access to the property or requirements about 
contacting the landowner prior to monitoring
Physical factors, such as seasons and weather •	

Safety concerns, such as hunting season•	

Landowners’ schedules •	

Monitors should recuse them-
selves from conducting any 
inspection that may be perceived 
as a conflict of interest, such as 
an inspection of their own land, 
or land owned by their family 
members or partners, employers, 
neighbors or other related parties 
as defined by the IRS.
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Land trust scheduling requirements as may be outlined in the •	

monitoring policy

To get the most from a site inspection, monitoring should occur when 
the property is most visible and accessible, and ideally when the land-
owners are most available. For example, monitoring in the winter 
months in the northern United States may not be feasible given snow 
cover, or areas of the country prone to mudslides may have road closures 
during spring months or periods of heavy rain. For easements protect-
ing critical habitat for rare, threatened or endangered species, ground 
monitoring may be timed to observe habitat, such as when rare plants 
are in bloom or when birds are nesting or present. Land trusts may 
need to work around landowners’ schedules, such as farmers’ planting 
times or second homeowners’ availability. 

As organizations establish annual work plans, it is important to 
include the monitoring schedule. To ensure adequate time is allotted, 
land trusts may estimate total time by multiplying the average time for 
one inspection by the number of easements. Formally scheduling the 
monitoring will help ensure that it is completed.

Land trusts should conduct inspections regularly, at least annually. 
Violations that are discovered more than a year after commencement 
of the noncompliant activity may be more difficult to resolve or reme-
diate. This does not necessarily mean the land trust does not have 
enforcement rights after a year. For more information on this issue, 
refer to state conservation easement enabling law and land trust coun-
sel. See also the Land Trust Alliance course “Managing Conservation 
Easements in Perpetuity.”

Sometimes more frequent regular monitoring is desirable, depend-
ing on the easement terms, the property’s location and characteristics, 
the availability of monitors and monitoring method used, and the 
capacity of the land trust. For example, a land trust that accepts ease-
ments protecting water quality in an agricultural valley may need to 
monitor farm activities more frequently than once a year. If it chooses 
to monitor more frequently, the land trust must have commensurate 
capacity.

To get the most from  
a site inspection, monitoring 

should occur when the property  
is most visible and accessible,  

and ideally when the landowners 
are most available.

Land trusts should  
conduct inspections  

regularly, at least annually.
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Frequency of Monitoring 
Brandywine Conservancy annually monitors more than 400 easements. 

Monitors make additional visits if there are special circumstances that may 

impact the natural resources on the property, such as home construction or 

an extended build-out period in a subdivision. In addition, staff members 

conduct frequent, informal drive-bys of easement properties throughout the 

year. “We have to be sensitive to the landowners,” explains David Shields, 

associate director of the land stewardship program. “More frequent monitor-

ing could be interpreted by the landowner as a lack of trust, but a ‘windshield 

view’ can be informative without being intrusive.”

Certain circumstances warrant occasional monitoring outside of the 
regular monitoring schedule, such as: 

A landowner is executing a reserved right that may impact •	

the conservation values if not conducted in accordance with 
the easement terms. For example, if a landowner is executing 
a reserved right to build a residence, then the land trust may 
want to monitor the property during construction to check for 
compliance with specific terms of the reserved right. Or, if a 
landowner is harvesting timber on a working forest easement 
property, then the land trust may need to monitor the harvest 
to ensure best forestry management practices are implemented. 
There exists greater than average potential for a violation. For •	

example, easements neighboring residential developments have 
a greater potential to be abused and violated by trespassers.
The land has transferred to new owners.•	

A significant land alteration project, such as construction of a •	

building or excavation, is occurring on an adjacent property.
Collection of biological or ecological data is needed in support •	

of the easement terms.
A landowner requests a statement of compliance (also referred •	

to as an estoppel or compliance certificate), perhaps before a 
transfer of ownership.

If a land trust conducts occasional monitoring for a specific reason, then 
it should clarify in the monitoring documentation that the monitoring 
was outside of the regular monitoring protocol. Regular monitoring 
involves an overall inspection of the property and addresses all easement 
terms, while occasional monitoring looks at a specific circumstance and 

Example
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addresses only the relevant easement clauses. Likewise, documentation 
of a monitoring visit conducted to address a landowner’s request for 
statement of compliance should be so noted.

Monitoring Methods 

Land trusts protect a variety of properties and waterbodies in diverse 
landscapes across the country. Consequently, monitoring methods 
vary. For some land trusts, the monitoring method is dictated by the 
geography and topography of the region. For others, the monitoring 
method is shaped by ancillary goals of the monitoring program, such 
as creating an opportunity to work closely with the landowner toward 
improving resource management. In any case, land trusts should select 
monitoring methods that match the type of land and resources that 
they are protecting, the easement terms and the capacity of the land 
trust. Some common monitoring methods include:

On foot.•	  This method is most common for smaller properties 
that are relatively accessible and can be walked within a few 
hours. This method easily allows the landowner to accompany 
the monitor on the visit. It’s the best choice for easements that 
need close visual inspection. It may be more costly in terms of 
time and money than some other methods, particularly if using 
staff or consultants.  
 The Piscataquog Watershed Association in New Hampshire 
annually monitors its 52 easements using volunteers that walk 
each property. 
Automobile. •	 This method is good for monitoring properties 
that are bisected or surrounded by public roads or have interior 
roads in good condition. It’s a good choice to minimize time 
spent on larger properties that are highly visible from the car 
(such as open fields), but not for properties that require a closer 
visual inspection. Many land trusts also use informal drive-
by visits to keep tabs on easement properties between formal 
monitoring visits.
Recreational vehicle. •	 Using recreational vehicles is a great way 
to cover a lot of ground, provided there are accessible trails, 
access ways or open lands and the use of such vehicles will not 
conflict with the terms of the easement or damage ecologi-
cal resources. However, this method may not be feasible for 
certain areas, such as wet or steep properties. There are costs 
associated with the use, upkeep and transport of these vehicles 
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if owned by the land trust, and there are also safety and insur-
ance considerations. Some landowners may have these vehicles 
available for use at their properties, or volunteers or consultants 
may own their own recreational vehicles, which may lower 
costs. 
Horseback. •	 This method is an obvious and enjoyable way to 
monitor an equestrian or large ranch property or other types of 
properties that are suitable for horses. Riders should be experi-
enced and take precautions to minimize the risk of injury.  
 The Montana Land Reliance typically monitors by foot or 
vehicle, but if the stewards or the easement landowners have 
horses or all-terrain vehicles, they will sometimes ride them 
during monitoring visits.
Boat.•	  For easements that protect rivers, lakes, islands, shore-
lines, swamps or other waterbodies or their upland buffers, 
a canoe, kayak or other boat may be the best (or only) way 
to view significant portions of the property. Maine Coast 
Heritage Trust, which holds easements on islands, uses this 
method for some properties. If the entire property cannot be 
viewed by boat, additional monitoring is required. If a land 
trust must own and maintain kayaks, canoes or larger boats for 
monitoring, this expense should be factored into stewardship 
costs.
Aerial (airplane or helicopter).•	  Aerial flyovers are a great way to 
view easement properties or blocks of protected land, particu-
larly if they are large, forested, remote and/or comprised of 
rigorous terrain. Aerial monitoring can save enormous time 
for a land trust, and volunteer pilot programs can keep the 
costs low (see Additional Resources on page 292 for options). 
However, aerial monitoring may need to be followed by a 
ground visit to obtain a better visual inspection, to document 
changes on the property, to investigate a suspected violation 
and to meet with the landowner.  
 The Society for the Protection of New Hampshire Forests 
previously used aerial monitoring to inspect all of its proper-
ties. However, as the Society’s roster grew to more than 500 
easements, it became impractical to fly over all easements 
each year.  The Society now contracts annually with an aerial 
imagery supplier to obtain up-to-date aerial images of all ease-
ment properties. Easement boundaries are superimposed on 
the imagery using GIS data, and then Society staff inspect the 
images to detect changes and potential violations.
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Remote sensing/satellite.•	  If a land trust is protecting exception-
ally large properties on a landscape-scale, then satellite imaging 
is a good first step in the monitoring process. The land trust 
can compare the satellite images to property maps and older 
aerial photographs to note any changes that would require a 
follow-up visit (either by air or on the ground). Land trusts 
are cautioned not to rely solely on satellite images; other forms 
of monitoring must be used to confirm interpretation of the 
images and compliance with easement terms. 
 The New England Forestry Foundation uses satellite imag-
ery in its monitoring program for a 762,192-acre easement it 
acquired in 2001. The property’s large size makes it impractical to 
monitor using only traditional methods. The organization starts 
with annual review of satellite imagery to detect landscape- 
scale changes, such as those resulting from forest harvest. Then 
finer-scale monitoring methods, including site visits and inspec-
tion of aerial photography, are used in selected areas. 
Combination. •	 Land trusts may elect to use a combination 
of monitoring methods, based on property characteristics 
and available resources. For example, the Columbia Land 
Conservancy, a countywide, staffed land trust in New York 
with 143 easements totaling 19,970 acres, conducts aerial 
monitoring of all easement properties every year. A flight can 
usually cover all properties in one day. In addition to saving 
time, this method also is the most effective way to monitor the 
organization’s larger, forested easements. CLC also conducts 
ground monitoring on half of its properties each year, so that 
each property is visited on the ground once every two years. 
The Vermont Land Trust also uses a combination of meth-
ods, including ground visits and the review of aerial images 
obtained from the Farm Service Agency and municipal tax-
mapping authorities.

Conducting Ground Monitoring

All monitoring programs include some component of ground moni-
toring. This section describes how land trusts typically conduct a 
monitoring visit, from preparation through post-visit documentation 
and follow-up. 
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Pre-Monitoring Preparations

Inform the Landowner 
Before easement monitoring is conducted, the land trust should contact 
the landowner to provide notice of its monitoring plans, including the 
date and method of monitoring. If appropriate, the land trust may ask 
the landowner or another person, such as the property manager, to 
accompany the monitor during the visit. The land trust should follow 
any requirements contained in the easement, such as providing notice 
of the visit in writing, as well as any requirements of the land trust’s 
monitoring policy. 

When calling or sending a letter to landowners about its monitor-
ing plans, the land trust may also remind landowners to contact the 
land trust if they are planning any activities that require notifica-
tion or approval (see the sample letter from the Big Sur Land Trust 
in California on page 285). Some land trusts also send a question-
naire asking about the landowner’s potential plans for the property 
over the coming year. Other land trusts take a more conversational 
approach and notify the landowners (and managers, as appropriate) of 
the monitoring visit by phone and inquire about future plans during 
the conversation. 

Heads Up: Columbia Land Conservancy’s Questionnaire
The Columbia Land Conservancy sends an annual questionnaire to its ease-

ment owners in the late winter to collect information about what activities 

the landowners may be planning as warmer weather approaches. Their 

answers help CLC focus on which properties may need extra attention during 

the monitoring visit or additional staff time to handle notices and approvals. 

The questionnaire is accompanied by a letter that serves to remind landown-

ers that CLC will be starting their annual monitoring in a few months and to 

contact them if they have any questions about the easement or the notice 

and approval processes. CLC reports that most landowners return the ques-

tionnaire, which is reprinted on page 265. 

Review Files 
To be efficient and effective, monitors must do their homework 
prior to the monitoring visit. This homework includes reviewing, as 
appropriate: 

Example
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Easement terms and subsequent amendments, waivers, clarifi-•	

cations and/or approvals
The baseline documentation report and any updates or supple-•	

mental materials
Previous monitoring reports •	

Correspondence between the land trust and landowner, includ-•	

ing notices and approvals
Maps, including the easement map, survey or plat map and •	

natural resource maps (soils, wetlands, topography, etc.), and 
aerial photographs
Management plans (timber, agricultural, natural resource •	

inventories, etc.)

Field Supplies 
What to bring for monitoring depends on the type of property and 
method of monitoring. Following is a typical list of items that land 
trust monitors may need on inspection trips (see also the list used by 
the Society for the Protection of New Hampshire Forests on page 284). 
For further technical information about supplies, see appendix B.

Directions or location map•	

Easement map and/or aerial or other maps that identify the •	

property and depict any special use areas
Monitoring form or checklist •	

Copy of easement or summary of permitted and restricted uses •	

Copy of baseline documentation (and updates, if applicable)•	

Camera, film (if applicable) and batteries•	

GPS unit, compass, binoculars, flagging tape and measuring •	

tape or pole
Survival gear, including water, food, insect repellant, cell phone, •	

first-aid kit
Foul weather gear, sleeping bag, space blanket, whistle (if •	

monitoring large, remote properties or where conditions 
change with minimal warning)
Special clothing, as applicable (e.g., brightly colored safety vest •	

during hunting season)

Remember: Any written materials or maps used in monitoring should 
be copies, so originals do not get damaged or lost. 

Land trusts should carefully consider what easement-related mate-
rials are appropriate for the site visit and, if the landowner is to be 

Any written materials or  
maps used in monitoring  

should be copies so originals do 
not get damaged or lost. 
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present, whether any materials could cause potential problems. For 
example, suppose the monitor has a copy of the easement in hand 
when conducting a site visit with the landowner. The landowner asks 
whether a certain activity can take place on the property. The monitor 
might feel pressured to review the easement and provide an immediate 
answer. In fact, depending on the landowner’s question and the role of 
the monitor within the organization (staff, volunteer or consultant), he 
or she should take time to review the easement, defer the question to 
the appropriate staff person or even possibly speak with an attorney to 
confirm interpretation of a clause. If the monitor answers incorrectly 
during the visit, it will place the land trust in an awkward position and 
may strain the land trust–landowner relationship or reduce the land-
owner’s confidence in the land trust. 

Or suppose the monitor has a monitoring form in hand that includes 
a list of items on which the land trust hopes to partner with the land-
owner for better resource management. Perhaps, for example, the ease-
ment is silent on the matter of overgrazing, but the land trust wishes to 
note any signs of overgrazing and provide the landowner with infor-
mation about proper grazing practices to encourage sounder resource 
management. If the landowner notices the form, he or she may ques-
tion why overgrazing is relevant and feel the land trust is inappropri-
ately intruding into his or her land management practices. Again, this 
would place the land trust in an awkward position and could strain the 
relationship.

Safety 
A monitor should take safety precautions as appropriate. At the very 
least, a monitor should leave word about his or her whereabouts. If 
the landowner is at the property but not accompanying the moni-
tor, the monitor usually should let the landowner know he or she is 
there. Bringing another person along on the visit may be advisable 
for large or remote properties, or when meeting difficult landowners 
and a witness to the inspection and conversation may be useful later. 
Monitors may also want to leave a sign or business card in their car 
window, notifying landowners and others about the monitors’ pres-
ence on the property. Monitors should be prepared for the unexpected, 
including bad weather and difficulties with domestic animals or wild-
life. Monitors should always leave a property immediately if they do 
not feel safe. 

Seize the opportunity to be an 
informational resource on your 
monitoring visit. One monitor for 
the Vermont Land Trust carries 
a milk crate in his vehicle with 
information to distribute to land-
owners based on their interests 
and questions.
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Monitoring Hazards

Ask a group of seasoned easement monitors about threats to safety and lively 
stories are sure to follow. Easement monitors in New Hampshire, like those 
across the country, have faced dozens of safety issues during monitoring visits 
in recent years. Top concerns include:

Domestic animals, dogs in particular. One monitor was attacked by a pack 
of domestic dogs traveling together in the woods and defended herself with a 
hatchet, which she was glad to have with her. She now routinely carries dog 
mace.

Stumbles and falls. Such accidents are always a potential hazard, but especially 
when monitoring alone. Consider, for example, the challenges of walking long 
distances in rough footing obscured by thick ferns or undergrowth. Open wells 
are particularly dangerous, because they are often obscured by sticks, leaves and 
vegetation.

Ground nesting hornets. Monitors allergic to stinging insects should 
take special care and carry an EpiPen or other treatment for severe allergic 
reactions.

Wild animals. One monitor, traveling with her dog in a remote location, came 
upon a black bear. The bear chased the dog and stood tall to challenge her.  The 
monitor also stood tall and backed off, glad that she was knowledgeable about 
bear behavior and responsive safety maneuvers. In areas where monitors may 
come into contact with wild animals, land trusts should ensure that monitors 
are trained about what to do when encountering a dangerous animal.

Illegal agriculture. Monitors on remote properties have found potted plants 
and even plantations of marijuana, which can pose a serious danger given how 
growers may guard these areas. Secluded areas nearer to population centers can 
attract other types of illegal drug manufacture activity as well. Because land-
owners may know nothing of these activities, they can provide no warning to 
the monitor. 

Inadequate preparation for the weather. Failing to have adequate clothing for 
wet, cold weather or failing to take bad weather into account when planning a 
monitoring trip can be potentially fatal.

Dangerous people. Easement stewards can experience unpleasant or threat-
ening encounters in isolated locations with landowners, abutters or members 
of the public. One monitor, while investigating an encroachment issue, was 
threatened by a gun-bearing abutter. Other monitors have described harass-
ment of all kinds by mentally unbalanced landowners, some with known crim-
inal histories. One land trust, given a particularly bad history with a certain 
easement landowner, performs routine annual monitoring on the property 
with a group of three monitors.
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Safety First: Natural Lands Trust
The safety of its employees and volunteers is of paramount importance 

to the Natural Lands Trust (NLT), as is demonstrated by the organization’s 

establishment of a special committee to address safety concerns. This 

committee, which is a Pennsylvania Certified Workplace Safety Committee, 

meets monthly and is composed of both management and nonmanage-

ment staff. The committee conducts safety audits and investigates incidents 

and proposes actions after these reviews. According to Paul Claypoole, 

preserve manager and safety and equipment coordinator, the land trust 

has never had any safety incidents on its easement properties. He attributes 

this success to the fact that most of NLT’s easements are in suburban or 

urban locations with very few remote easements. He notes: “All of our ease-

ment monitors are preserve managers and, as preserve managers, they are 

required to be first aid and CPR certified. All NLT trucks carry first responder 

kits, fire extinguishers and flares or emergency triangles. This year, all ease-

ment	monitors	received	GPS	units	to	help	mark	boundary	lines,	infractions	

and the like. The land trust also gave all monitors cell phones. All safety 

equipment and training was initiated to make our jobs as preserve manag-

ers as safe as possible.” Claypoole stresses that these safety initiatives were 

put in place across the organization and not solely as an easement monitor-

ing safety initiative.

Personal safety for monitors is paramount. Land trusts would be wise to 
thoroughly vet all potential hazards in the region with easement moni-
tors, and they should also ensure that monitors can exchange informa-
tion about experiences and lessons learned to benefit the monitoring 
program as a whole. 

The Monitoring Visit

What to Monitor For 
The conservation easement terms, baseline documentation report and 
prior monitoring forms are the documents that guide the monitor on 
what to look for during the monitoring visit. Focus monitoring on the 
easement’s use restrictions and reserved rights: if buildings are prohib-
ited, observe whether there is new construction; if mining is prohib-
ited, observe whether the land surface is disturbed; if reserved rights 
have been exercised, document this fact; and so on. Some features that 
require particular attention include: 

Personal safety for monitors is 
paramount. Land trusts should 
thoroughly vet all potential 
hazards in the region with ease-
ment monitors and ensure that 
monitors can exchange informa-
tion about experiences. 

Example

Focus monitoring on the  
easement’s use restrictions  
and reserved rights.
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Boundaries or other areas that are vulnerable to encroachment •	

Roads and other access ways•	

New trails or access points •	

Flagging •	

Areas of recent activity permitted by the easement •	

Signs of disturbance (e.g., excavation, vegetation distress, •	

dumping, tree felling) 
Indicators of property conditions (e.g., erosion, residual dry •	

matter, invasive species, water quality)
Activity in or around building areas (existing or reserved) if •	

applicable
Areas heavily used by landowners or by the public•	

Stream banks and lake shores, if restricted by the easement•	

It may not be feasible to monitor the entirety of a property every year, 
so it is important to keep a record of which areas were monitored to 
ensure other areas of the property are monitored on the next visit.

A land trust should monitor only for compliance with the easement 
terms. Although a land trust might notice other land management 
issues or concerns, it is important to maintain the distinction between 
easement issues and issues that are not within the purview of the land 
trust’s responsibility. Before a land trust brings noneasement issues to 
a landowner’s attention, it should consider why the issue matters to the 
land trust, and how the information may be received by the landowner. 
For example, a monitor may discover a deer-hunting stand in a tree 
that straddles the easement property boundary. The stand is permit-
ted under the terms of the easement, but the monitor suspects that the 
structure was erected by the neighbor and the landowner is unaware 
that the neighbor is hunting on the property. In this instance, the land-
owner may be grateful to the land trust if the monitor mentions the deer 
stand, either because the landowner is distressed about the neighbor’s 
trespass or because the landowner appreciates the land trust’s concern. 

Consider another scenario in which a monitor notices an abundance 
of noxious weeds on the protected property, but the easement does not 
require the landowner to minimize or eradicate the weeds. Suppose 
the monitor tells the landowner that he should address the problem. 
The landowner may be offended or upset that the monitor questioned 
his stewardship of the property and feel that the land trust overstepped 
its legal monitoring authority. In this case, a better approach may be 
simply to ask the landowner whether he would like some information 
on controlling invasive species. 
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Decisions about what to say and how to say it are judgment calls 
based on the land trust’s relationship with the landowner. Land trusts 
also should carefully consider what observations are in writing on the 
monitoring form, particularly if the land trust requires the landowner 
to review and sign the form.

Documentation during Monitoring 
A primary purpose of monitoring is to observe and document changes 
in the condition of the easement property that are relevant to the 
easement terms. If there is doubt about what changes are relevant to 
easement terms, err on the side of documentation while in the field, 
and determine the relevance later, back in the office. In general, it is 
a good idea to document new activities and changes, whether due to 
human activity (construction, new land use, etc.) or natural causes (fire, 
severe wind damage, flooding, etc.). Documentation generally includes 
taking photographs and keeping a record of photo points on a map for 
future reference or for any necessary monitoring follow-up. It may also 
include taking measurements, water samples or other types of analysis 
implied by the easement terms.

Some land trusts prepare ongoing or periodic updates for the base-
line documentation at the time of the monitoring visit. These photo-
graphs and other materials may be filed with the monitoring records 
or stored in a separate, supplemental baseline documentation file. 
Some land trusts update their baseline photographs at least once every 
five to ten years. Others do not routinely update baseline materials or 
photos according to an established timetable. Others prepare base-
line documentation updates concurrently with the rerecording of the 
organization’s easements, as may be required by state marketable title 
act statutes. A land trust’s monitoring policy and procedures should 
include direction on when and how to update the baseline if this activ-
ity is part of the land trust’s monitoring practice. 

Monitoring with Landowners 
A bonus of the monitoring visit is that it can provide a venue for the 
land trust and landowner to meet, talk and build a solid relationship 
— the cornerstone of effective easement stewardship. This interaction 
helps landowners feel comfortable about contacting the land trust with 
questions or requests, thus serving the best interests of both parties. A 
monitoring visit is a great opportunity for a land trust to informally 
discuss its goals and its stewardship philosophy and to seek opinions 
and advice from landowners about the land trust’s work. 
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Although land trusts usually encourage landowners to attend moni-
toring visits, monitors should consider how the landowner’s presence 
may impact their inspections. For example, a landowner may have a 
personal preference for driving instead of walking, which may limit the 
area covered. Landowners may also lead the monitoring visit; there-
fore, the monitors end up viewing only the areas that the landown-
ers have brought them to see. If a landowner’s presence will impede a 
thorough inspection, then the monitor could meet with the landowner 
before or after the visit instead, or follow up with a more extensive 
monitoring visit alone.

Monitors should be cautious about answering landowner questions 
during the visit if they feel they need additional time to review the ease-
ment or contact legal counsel. Landowners may ask for interpretation 
of easement clauses during the monitoring visit, or ask at the conclu-
sion of the visit, “So, everything’s fine, right?” Monitors should expect 
these questions and be prepared with answers that neither dismiss the 
landowner’s questions nor overstep the monitor’s role. If the moni-
tor states or implies that an activity “is fine,” then the landowner can 
assume he or she has received official word from the land trust. If the 
monitor’s response proves later to be incorrect, it may put the land 
trust in a difficult situation, may strain the landowner relationship and 
may even affect the land trust’s reputation in the community. 

It is always better for the monitor to say something like, “I will review 
the easement terms following today’s visit so I can answer your ques-
tion thoroughly,” or “I didn’t see anything that concerns me but if my 
supervisor notices anything from my report, she’ll call you.” Or, if the 
monitor thinks there may be a potential violation, he or she may say, 
“I will review the easement terms and call you if I have any questions,” 
or “I have a few questions I want to talk with my supervisor about 
first and she’ll get back to you.” If the land trust is using volunteer or 
contract monitors, the monitors should be instructed to say that they 
will relay the landowner’s questions to the land trust supervisor, who 
will follow up with them shortly. 

Note that word choice and demeanor are key. Be polite and avoid 
accusations, so that the landowner does not become defensive or 
feel scolded. Specific training, including role playing, on responding 
to landowner inquiries will help prepare monitors. One land trust 
reported that an inexperienced monitor called and left messages with 
a landowner, who did not return the calls. Finally, the monitor called 

Monitors should be  
cautious about answering  

landowner questions during  
the visit if they feel they need 
additional time to review the 

easement or contact legal counsel.
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again and left this message: “Unless you call me back, I’ll go on your 
property.” This declaration angered the landowner, and the monitor 
quickly learned better ways of seeking permission to enter a property. 

Addressing Possible Violations 
Monitors should be instructed on how to handle possible violations. 
The key message for the monitor: Do not make any determination 
based on initial observations. Document the suspected violation to the 
extent practicable at that time. The monitor’s job is simply to observe 
and record findings, not to interpret the easement, opine as to poten-
tial violations or offer on-the-spot decisions on behalf of the land trust. 
If the landowner is attending the monitoring inspection, the monitor 
may ask general questions to gather additional information, but with-
out acknowledging there may be a possible violation. In general, land 
trusts should gather information and discuss the issue internally first 
to determine if a violation exists and what action to take prior to meet-
ing with the landowner to address the problem.

A written conservation easement violation policy or procedure is vital. 
The policy should outline: 

The roles of all parties involved, including legal counsel•	

The sequence of determining, reporting and handling the •	

violation
Steps to ensure that landowners are treated fairly and consis-•	

tently throughout the process 

Upon discovering a violation, a monitor should carefully document 
it, both quantitatively and descriptively, for an audience that does not 
know the property. Typically, a monitor should take photographs (or 
use a video camera, if appropriate), mark the photo points on the ease-
ment or baseline map and take extensive field notes. Land trusts may 
have different protocols, depending on who is responsible for moni-
toring. For example, if a staffed land trust uses volunteer monitors, it 
may ask the volunteer monitor to take photographs and document 
the potential violation, then report back to staff, who will conduct the 
required follow-up. 

For more information on addressing easement violations, see Practice 
11E, Enforcement of Easements, and the Land Trust Alliance course 
“Managing Conservation Easements in Perpetuity.” 

The monitor should not do or 
say anything that may make 
resolving the violation, should it 
be confirmed, difficult or more 
challenging.

Land trusts should gather infor-
mation and discuss an issue 
internally first to determine if a 
violation exists prior to meeting 
with the landowner to address the 
problem.
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Post-Monitoring Work

Post-monitoring work is needed to establish a record of the visit, 
update materials for the next monitoring inspection and address areas 
of concern. The results of monitoring must be documented and saved 
to build a record for future monitoring and in case the land trust 
has to go to court over a violation. Establishing a system for post-
monitoring work will help ensure the land trust is consistent, efficient 
and thorough in upholding its easement monitoring and steward-
ship obligations. Designating a point person or coordinator to oversee 
post-monitoring work will help ensure that the work is completed. 

Transcription of Field Notes 
During a monitoring visit, a monitor may take notes or mark maps 
with his or her observations. The monitor will need to write a separate 
report containing this information if it is not included on the monitor-
ing form. A copy should be placed in the monitoring files. The moni-
tor should avoid making any conclusions or subjective statements in 
these notes because these statements become part of the stewardship 
record.

Photographs 
Photographs taken on a monitoring inspection document changes to 
the property that directly relate to the conservation easement. These 
photographs may be filed as a supplement to the original baseline 
documentation report or they may be filed with the monitoring report. 
If they document a potential violation, the photos are filed with the 
monitoring records. In any case, all photographs should be labeled and 
keyed to photo points shown on a monitoring map or, if for baseline 
purposes, the baseline map. The photos’ labels should state what the 
photograph depicts and why, where, when and by whom they were 
taken. 

Like all easement documentation, photos should be handled so that 
they will be admissible as legal evidence in court if needed. Photos 
should be signed and dated by the photographer, and the record 
should include information on the photographer’s role or affiliation 
(e.g., volunteer monitor or staff position). The land trust can record 
this information in a format similar to that used for the baseline docu-
mentation reports. Some land trusts also have the landowner sign the 
photos. The photo documentation should comply with established 
organizational recordkeeping policies. 

A monitor should carefully  
document the violation, both 

quantitatively and descriptively, 
for an audience that does not 

know the property at all. 

Remember to include  
something in the photograph  

for scale, if helpful.



Easement Monitoring 241

Monitoring Reports 
The completed monitoring report provides a written record that docu-
ments the condition of the property with respect to easement compli-
ance and also documents the fact that the monitoring occurred. This 
record may be used in legal proceedings, if the easement is violated. 
For tax-deductible easement donations, the IRS requires that the 
easement include the right for the land trust to enter the property 
for the purpose of inspecting compliance with the easement terms, 
and in some easement audits, the IRS has sought proof that the land 
trust monitored the property. (Of course, all easements must be moni-
tored, regardless of whether they were the subject of an income tax 
deduction.) A land trust may use its monitoring reports to demon-
strate its commitment to protecting the conservation purposes of its 
easements. 

The monitoring report should describe only factual or objective infor-
mation. It should be signed and dated by the monitor and, if applicable, 
the landowner and other parties to the easement. Because the report 
may be used in legal proceedings, land trusts should be very thought-
ful about what statements are included. If, for example, the land trust 
is investigating a potential violation, then the report may indicate that 
an area or issue has been identified that needs additional follow-up. 
Alternatively, the land trust may wait to complete the report until it 
has determined whether the concern is a violation and has identified 
steps needed to resolve the issue.

At a minimum, a monitoring report form should include:

Name of monitor, affiliation, address and signature•	

Date•	

Property owner and location•	

Presence or absence of landowner or other party•	

Comment area for condition of property; notes on condition of •	

specifically restricted areas

Most land trust monitoring forms include space for more detailed 
observations.

Monitors are advised to complete all sections of the form and leave 
no blanks (they can write “not applicable,” if necessary). If sections 
are left blank, the form may be deemed incomplete and raise ques-
tions in an enforcement or legal action. Some land trusts require a 

Do not wait to write the report 
or you may forget important 
information. Establish acceptable 
timelines for completion.
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second person from the organization to review and sign the document 
to ensure that the form is complete and that any necessary follow-up 
actions are taken. Another good quality control practice is to maintain 
a database that can track the monitoring status of the organization’s 
entire easement roster.

Following Up with Landowners 
Land trusts should notify their easement landowners in writing that 
the land trust inspected the property, and address any questions or 
concerns that arose during monitoring. This follow-up gives landown-
ers certainty about whether the land trust found any issues that need 
to be discussed and creates a written record for the land trust files. It 
also builds trust with the landowner and community, demonstrating 
that the land trust is upholding its stewardship responsibility. 

Many land trusts report positive outcomes from sending the land-
owner two copies of the signed monitoring report, and asking that 
one copy be signed by the landowner and returned. They follow up 
with a phone call if the copy is not returned promptly. The signed 
copy is retained in the monitoring file. Some land trusts prefer to send 
a monitoring report to the landowner for signature only if the land-
owner accompanied the monitor during the actual inspection. Other 
land trusts simply summarize the results of the inspection in a letter. 
Some land trusts prefer to call all landowners in addition to sending 
a letter, so they have another opportunity for personal contact. See 
page 286 for a sample monitoring follow-up letter from the Lancaster 
Farmland Trust. 

Caution is advised when providing the monitoring report to landown-
ers. Although a land trust should be transparent about its practices and 
findings, the monitoring form may also include information that the 
land trust does not necessarily intend for the landowner, such as obser-
vations about land management concerns or other incidental remarks 
not directly related to the easement’s terms, which can lead to misun-
derstandings. In both the monitoring report and the follow-up letter, 
a land trust should give careful consideration to making any state-
ment about easement compliance. It is often unrealistic to observe the 
entire property on a monitoring visit, so the land trust should avoid a 
declaration about compliance if there is a possibility that an unnoticed 
violation exists or that the monitor made an incorrect interpretation 
of the facts. 
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If there are issues or concerns that need follow up after monitoring, 
the land trust may want to consider phoning or visiting with the land-
owner about those items before describing them in a letter. A well-
considered approach can help avoid creating an adversarial situation. 

Easement Co-Holders and Contingent Interest Holders 
If a conservation easement names another entity as a co-holder or 
grants contingent interests, such as third-party enforcement rights, 
to another entity, the land trust that holds the primary monitoring 
responsibility should keep the co-holder and/or contingent interest 
holders apprised of the monitoring schedule and outcome. Depending 
on the specific agreement between the co-holders and/or contingent 
interest holders, the land trust should keep any such entities up-to-
date by providing copies of the monitoring reports, correspondence 
between the land trust and landowner, the baseline documentation 
report and associated supplemental materials. Conversely, if a land 
trust holds a non-primary easement interest behind another easement 
holder, the land trust should receive a copy of the monitoring report 
and keep apprised of any stewardship issues. Each party should know 
and understand its stewardship role in the easement, and, if there is a 
suspected violation, all parties should be informed. 

Updating Baseline Documentation Reports 
Monitoring can be an opportunity to catch up on missing or incom-
plete baseline documentation reports, those that weren’t, for whatever 
reasons, completed at the time of the easement closing. Photos and 
other data can be assembled following the monitoring inspection and 
incorporated into deficient baseline reports, or this additional docu-
mentation can be filed as supplemental baseline material. For more 
information, see Practice 11B, Baseline Documentation Report, the 
section on documentation during monitoring on page 237 and the 
Land Trust Alliance course “Conservation Easement Drafting and 
Documentation.”

Maintaining Records 
Throughout the post-monitoring recordkeeping, land trusts should 
follow their records policy and copy, file and archive important mate-
rials, including correspondence with landowners, completed monitor-
ing reports, additional monitoring notes and maps, photographs and 
supplemental baseline materials. For more information, see Practices 
2D, Records Policy, and 9G, Recordkeeping, and the Land Trust 
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Alliance courses “Nonprofit Law and Recordkeeping for Land Trusts” 
(Volume II) and “Managing Conservation Easements in Perpetuity.”

Tracking Monitoring Costs 

What financial resources are needed to support an easement steward-
ship program? To help answer this question, a land trust should track 
actual costs. Consider, for example:

The cost of conducting annual or more frequent monitoring if •	

required. Many factors influence this cost, including the type of 
monitoring, use of staff or volunteers, type of easement prop-
erty and so on.
The cost of other stewardship tasks, such as responding to •	

requests for review and approval of certain activities, respond-
ing to landowner questions and concerns, communicating with 
interested parties about easement properties and managing any 
affirmative rights.
Costs associated with resolving easement violations.•	

How costs may change over time as the organization’s ease-•	

ment roster grows, its land protection goals change (e.g., a shift 
in focus to more complex agricultural easements from natu-
ral area easements), its stewardship approach changes (e.g., 
increased focus on building landowner relationships) or as the 
organization grows (perhaps changing from an all-volunteer 
organization to one with staff ). 

On the newly revised IRS Form 990, for tax year 2008 (to be filed 
in 2009 and later years), land trusts are required to provide the total 
staff hours and a list of expenses incurred for monitoring and enforc-
ing new or existing easements during the tax year. This requirement 
provides a strong incentive for tracking stewardship costs. Larger land 
trusts often have stewardship departmental budgets, making tracking 
overall costs relatively easy. Smaller land trusts and volunteer-based 
land trusts may need to develop systems to track actual hours and 
expenses accruing to easement stewardship activities. A full year of 
careful tracking can yield useful information about the real steward-
ship costs of various activities and specific easements. With this infor-
mation, land trusts can make adjustments in their stewardship funding 
as needed. 
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For more a thorough analysis of easement stewardship program costs, 
see the Land Trust Alliance course “Determining Stewardship Costs 
and Raising and Managing Dedicated Funds” and Colorado Open 
Land’s Model Conservation Easement Costs Spreadsheet on page 
45.

Strategies for Implementing or Improving  
a Monitoring Program

For most land trusts, the easement monitoring program is a work in 
progress. As land trusts mature, they continually adjust monitoring 
methods to be more effective and efficient. If your land trust is at an 
early point in the learning curve — perhaps just developing a formal 
program or making adjustments to an older one that is inadequate for 
current needs — here are some strategies that can help you implement 
or improve a monitoring program:

Identify your land trust’s goals for the monitoring program •	

and talk to other land trusts in your area of similar mission and 
capacity to see if they have resources or ideas to share. 
Assess your organizational capacity in terms of funding, labor •	

and time, and develop a monitoring program that both fulfills 
your stewardship obligations and is sustainable for your orga-
nization. For some organizations, this assessment may mean 
refocusing, for a time, on easement stewardship rather than 
new land protection initiatives.
Take the time to write down monitoring procedures and/or to •	

develop a monitoring policy, and then review them once a year 
to see if changes are needed. It will be a valuable resource and a 
time-saver for new land trust personnel.
Invest in people. Put time, resources and thought into training •	

easement monitors—it will pay off.
Phase in changes to the program by implementing a timeline •	

that allows your land trust to build capacity and fully under-
stand how the changes will affect the stewardship program and 
the organization as a whole. 
Track and acknowledge the true costs of fulfilling your stew-•	

ardship responsibilities and create a financial strategy to 
support your stewardship program over the long term. 
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Monitoring Policy Template 

This exercise is designed for either an instructor-led training or self-study program. 
However, it will be most useful in an in-house board or staff workshop. 

Use the template on the following page to draft (or outline) a monitoring policy. If 
your land trust already has a monitoring policy, compare your policy with the template 
to determine if changes are needed. 

Discussion Questions for Land Trusts with Monitoring Policies
1. What are the substantive differences between your existing policy and the 

template?
2. Has your organization considered the implications (i.e., level of capacity) 

of what it requires in the policy? Does the policy correspond to the types of 
easements you hold and their restrictions?

3. Do you need to revise your existing policy based on what you have learned 
in the chapter? If so, what recommendations will you make?

Discussion Questions for Land Trusts Developing Monitoring Policies
1. What are the biggest challenges you face in drafting the policy?
2. Has your organization considered the implications (i.e., level of capacity) of 

what it requires in the policy? 
3. Did you make drafting decisions based on who will read the policy? If so, 

give examples.

P U T T I N G  I T  I N T O  P R A C T I C E



Easement Monitoring 247

Monitoring Policy Template

Using a template to create your own monitoring policy can provide assurance that 
the policy includes all the information necessary to conform to best practices. 
However, it is important to tailor any template to your conservation easements as 
well as your land trust’s capacity.

Part I: Background Questions

Before using the template, consider the following:

1. Who is this policy for (board, staff, volunteers and/or monitors)?
2. Who will read it (land trust personnel, easement landowners and/or the 

general public)?
3. What is its purpose (provide an overview of the land trust’s monitoring 

program, articulate steps taken in monitoring, demonstrate the land trust’s 
ability to monitor easements, etc.)?

4. Is the policy just for easement properties or also for other lands owned and/
or managed by the organization?

5. How will it be implemented, evaluated and updated?

The following monitoring policy template contains sample language, guidance and 
questions to assist your organization in drafting a policy.  The policy’s main compo-
nents are in headings, and directions on what to include in each section are in ital-
ics. Sample language is provided for each section. Examples from actual land trusts 
are also included in various places, however, land trusts are advised to adapt the 
language to their unique situations, missions and goals. You should seek the advice 
and review of experienced legal counsel before adopting your policy.

E X E R C I S E  O N E
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Part II: Monitoring Policy

[insert land trust name]

[insert date created or date adopted by board]

Easement Stewardship or Monitoring Philosophy
Describe why you monitor your easements and your approach to easement stewardship so 
readers will understand the importance and the need for such a policy.

Vermont Land Trust Example
Philosophy: “Building relationships with and providing services to land-
owners, not enforcement, is the best immediate and long-term method to 
guarantee that conservation easements are upheld. Key to these steward-
ship services is the process of visiting conserved land and the owners of the 
land every year.”

Columbia Land Conservancy Example 
Guiding Principles: “The Columbia Land Conservancy (CLC) is dedi-
cated to upholding its legal and community obligations to preserve the 
conservation easements it accepts for as long as such easements exist. In 
recognition of the fact that CLC’s conservation easements are perpetual in 
duration, CLC understands that one of the keys to preserving these ease-
ments is its commitment to monitor, defend and enforce the terms of each 
conservation easement on a consistent basis. In addition, CLC from time-
to-time owns lands in fee that contain reserved life estates and will become 
either tradelands or public conservation areas, and CLC understands that 
regular monitoring of such lands is critical to conserving the conservation 
attributes of such fee lands.”

Definition of Monitoring 
Adding a definition is helpful if the policy is going to be distributed outside of the organi-
zation; otherwise it may not be necessary. See examples below. 

The annual, documented, visual inspection of a conservation easement-
protected property to ensure that the terms of the easement are being 
upheld, with on-the-ground physical inspections as the site warrants. 

P U T T I N G  I T  I N T O  P R A C T I C E
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Or

The land trust’s ongoing inspection of land to determine compliance with 
the terms of the easement and the documentation of the organization’s 
findings. Monitoring ensures the protection of the land’s conservation 
values over time.

Monitoring Frequency
Conservation easements should be regularly monitored, at least annually, to detect 
any changes and to ensure the property is being used in accordance with the terms 
of the easement restrictions. Properties in which landowners are exercising reserved 
rights may need to be monitored more frequently during the planned activity to 
ensure that all parties understand and adhere to the restrictions. 

Modify the language above as necessary if your organization monitors all properties 
more than once a year or if there are special circumstances regarding your monitoring 
frequency.

Columbia Land Conservancy Example
Each conservation easement held by CLC, and each piece of land owned 
by CLC that is subject to a life estate, shall be monitored at least annu-
ally to ascertain whether the use of the property is in accordance with 
the restrictions applicable to the land. In certain circumstances, monitor-
ing should be done more frequently (examples include the exercise of a 
reserved right, such as timber harvesting or construction of a dwelling) 
in order to identify any actions that may violate the terms of the restric-
tions as soon as practicable, and thus reduce the organization’s chances for 
significant time and expense in correcting a violation. 

Vermont Land Trust Example 
All conserved properties are visited at least once annually in person on 
the ground. More frequently, informal drive-by visits of properties with a 
greater potential for violation may occur, but landowners can expect one 
regular visit a year. VLT also views conserved properties annually using 
aerial imagery.

E X E R C I S E  O N E
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Monitor Qualifications
Easement monitoring will be conducted by [list as appropriate—staff, volunteers, 
contractors, combination or all] and will be coordinated by [list staff or board member’s 
title or as appropriate]. 

Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust Example
Monitoring may be conducted by the Executive Director, Director of 
Conservation, CCALT program staff members or trained volunteers. 
Individuals who are to conduct annual monitoring visits must be specifi-
cally approved by the Board of Directors in advance of any monitoring 
activity. Each year, the Director of Conservation will bring a list of moni-
tors to the Board of Directors for approval.

Prior to commencing monitoring, [insert land trust name] monitors shall receive 
adequate training in the methods and importance of the monitoring process, its 
relation to [insert land trust name] overall conservation easement management 
program and how to conduct the monitoring in a safe and professional manner.

Method of Monitoring
Monitoring will be conducted by [ground, aerial, boat, etc.] inspections. 

Tailor the above language as appropriate; describe if there is more than one method and 
what the duration and rationale is for each. If using satellite imagery describe when other 
methods are needed. 

Columbia Land Conservancy Example 
Every easement and life estate property will be monitored by air on an 
annual basis. In addition, one-half of these properties will also be selected 
for a ground-monitoring visit. The remaining properties will be ground 
monitored the following year.

Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust Example 
When practicable, aerial or satellite monitoring shall occur, on average, no 
more than every other year in order to maintain contact with landowners 
and familiarity with individual properties. It is the intent of CCALT to 
have annual personal conversations with those landowners whose proper-
ties are periodically monitored by air.

P U T T I N G  I T  I N T O  P R A C T I C E
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Monitoring Procedures or Process 
In this section you can either (1) provide detailed procedures involved in monitoring, if 
the policy is primarily used by land trust personnel, or (2) present the monitoring process 
in general terms if the policy will be available to easement landowners or the general 
public, and write a separate, more detailed protocol for in-house use. Remember, if you are 
too specific and your protocols change, you will need to revise the policy accordingly.

Steps: 

Describe each based on your easement stewardship program.

	 •	Landowner	contact

	 •	Review	of	materials

	 •	Materials	and	equipment	for	visit

	 •	Conduct	inspection	and	take	photographs	and	field	notes,	as	appropriate

Post-Monitoring Work 
Keep your approach consistent with the monitoring procedures above. 

Steps: 

Describe each based on your easement stewardship program.

	 •		Complete	monitoring	report	and	other	documentation	(maps,	etc.)	as	
appropriate

	 •	Follow	up	with	landowners	

Describe whether the follow-up will occur through a letter or phone call. Will landown-
ers receive a monitoring report and will they be required to sign it? Will the follow-up 
be different for easement properties with suspected violations? If so, refer the reader to the 
next section and explain further.

	 •		File	monitoring	report	and	related	materials	in	accordance	with	the	land	
trust’s recordkeeping policy

E X E R C I S E  O N E
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Suspected Violations
Easement monitors are to inspect properties and document their observations. 
Monitors will only document factual information and, in the event of a suspected 
violation, will follow the [insert land trust’s name]’s Conservation Easement 
Violation Policy [if available, or describe the immediate steps a monitor should take such 
as reporting their observations to the executive director or designated person to handle 
suspected violations].

Conflict of Interest
[Insert land trust name]’s Conflict of Interest Policy shall apply to all monitoring 
activities conducted by the organization. No individual who owns property covered 
by a [insert land trust name] conservation easement, including board members, staff 
or volunteers [modify as appropriate based on who is authorized to monitor on behalf of 
your land trust] may monitor an easement on their own property, neighboring prop-
erties or any property in which they have a direct interest, financial or otherwise. 

Modify as necessary to comply with the land trust’s conflict of interest policy.

Revising the Policy
From time to time the Monitoring Policy may be revised for the following reasons: 
(1) to correct errors or clarify ambiguities; (2) to comply with the Land Trust 
Standards and Practices and generally accepted practices in the land trust field; 
(3) to describe current monitoring procedures of the organization; (4) to recog-
nize changes in organizational capacity or types or numbers of easement proper-
ties being protected; or (5) other reasons that the organization deems important 
to uphold its stewardship responsibility. Any revisions to the Monitoring Policy 
require the prior vote and adoption by the board of [directors, trustees] of the [insert 
land trust name] before implementation.

P U T T I N G  I T  I N T O  P R A C T I C E
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Monitoring in a Growing Land Trust
Agricultural Stewardship Association

The Agricultural Stewardship Association (ASA), founded in 1990 to conserve 
working farmland in the Washington County region of upstate New York, was 
an all-volunteer land trust for the first dozen years of its existence. When ASA’s 
board decided to hire its first staff, the conservation easement program was gain-
ing momentum and additional staff soon followed. They were charged to pick up 
the pace by a major foundation that realized there was an opportunity to protect 
significant working farmlands in an area rapidly being surrounded by suburban 
sprawl in adjoining counties. The association currently holds 61 easements on 
nearly 7,600 acres and has five staff members.

ASA has always relied on volunteer monitors to fulfill its basic stewardship obliga-
tion of annual monitoring and has understood that monitoring visits are impor-
tant, not only to uphold the terms of the easement, but also to put a face with 
the organization. Several of the volunteer monitors had been conducting the site 
visits for years and were very familiar with the properties. Over the past few years, 
more easement acquisitions have created the need for more volunteers. As staff 
came on board, they assisted with monitoring and designated a staff member to 
coordinate the volunteer monitoring program and provide oversight and assistance 
to monitors. The staff coordinator was responsible for ensuring the monitoring 
was conducted, forms completed, landowners’ questions answered, potential viola-
tions addressed, and that the monitoring was a positive experience for the both the 
volunteer and ASA.

ASA decided to hold a special training session with a staff member from a larger 
land trust in the area. The trainer spoke with the volunteers about the basics of 
monitoring, everything from what to bring in the field to suggestions on word 
choice when handling landowner questions. The ASA coordinator then took the 
volunteers to an easement property to conduct a trial monitoring visit so that they 
could practice what they learned. 

As the number of easements has increased, ASA is finding it more challenging to 
manage a volunteer monitoring program. It has decided to scale back on the use of 
volunteers but still uses those that are dedicated and thorough in their approach. 
It also hired a part-time stewardship associate to help with monitoring. The staff 
monitors often have other volunteers join them on the visit, helping to cultivate 
good volunteers.

C A S E  S T U D Y
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Discussion Questions 

1. Why do you think ASA believes staff monitors, instead of volunteer moni-
tors, will save them time when they are so busy with new land protection 
projects?

2. How would you propose a land trust evaluate a volunteer monitoring 
program? What factors would you consider? What factors do you think 
should be considered in determining whether a staffed land trust should 
move away from using volunteers as monitors?

C A S E  S T U D Y



Easement Monitoring 255

Guidance 

1. Recruiting, training and managing volunteers takes time. Consider the 
time spent preparing materials for each monitor (copies of easements, 
baseline reports, maps, monitoring forms, etc.), holding a monitor train-
ing session (advertising, planning and preparing materials for the session), 
answering monitor’s questions, following up to ensure monitoring reports 
are completed, determining whether landowners had questions or requests, 
and following up with landowners accordingly. Also, if a volunteer monitor 
suspects a violation, a staff member usually must visit the site to investi-
gate further. Staff-based monitoring may be more efficient, especially as the 
easement load grows and economies of scale become more important. Staff 
monitoring may also save time, because they can deal more directly with 
any landowner questions or issues.

2. The first step is to consider the goals of the monitoring program and the 
reasons that the land trust uses volunteers. Perhaps the choice to use volun-
teers is due to limited staff time, to the desire to encourage active partici-
pation from community members, to satisfy landowner preferences, to 
cultivate and deploy ambassadors to talk about the land trust’s good work 
or other reasons. A combination?  
 The next step is to track progress and outcomes. Is there a core of dedi-
cated volunteers that help on an annual basis? Do the volunteers have 
the appropriate skill sets and attributes? Are the monitors fulfilling their 
obligations? Are the reports completed correctly and returned in a timely 
manner? Have the monitors received the necessary training and are they 
implementing it? Do the monitors understand the materials provided and 
what to monitor for? What has the response been from the landown-
ers? From the monitors? Does the land trust sometimes have to undo the 
volunteers’ actions? How much oversight does the monitoring program 
require, and how does this time commitment relate to other organizational 
priorities? Is it difficult to control or oversee certain volunteer monitors due 
to their relationship with the organization (are they board members, major 
funders, community leaders or family members)?  
 If there are concerns in these areas, the land trust should ask whether 
using volunteers is a good strategy. Other factors to consider include 
organizational capacity, complexity of easement provisions, monitoring 
requirements and willingness of volunteers to conduct the monitoring. The 

C A S E  S T U D Y
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organization should ask itself: Are there better ways to use volunteers to 
further the mission of the land trust? 

The purpose of this case study is for learners to consider the actual amount of 
work that is required to support a comprehensive volunteer monitoring program. 
Volunteer monitoring programs can be a benefit to the organization but require 
commitment on the part of the land trust to ensure that there is sufficient program 
oversight, training and evaluation to meet program goals. 

C A S E  S T U D Y
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Conclusion

For a land trust that holds easements, monitoring is the primary 
means by which it fulfills its ethical and legal responsibility to uphold 
an easement’s provisions. Through monitoring, a land trust not only 
keeps watch for potential easement violations but also learns about the 
condition of easement properties and stays engaged with landowners. 
A sound monitoring program can also create good public relations and 
establish the land trust’s reputation for excellence in the community. 

Experienced land trusts have developed a variety of approaches for 
monitoring. This chapter presented the key components of a monitor-
ing program, from pre-monitoring preparation through post-monitoring 
documentation, but there are many methods to complete the basic tasks. 
Land trusts that are developing a new monitoring program—or refining 
an established one—can borrow and adapt from the extensive work that 
other land trusts have already completed in this area. 

Comprehensive conservation easement stewardship is one of the land 
trust community’s most rapidly evolving fields. As land trusts succeed 
and grow, so do their easement rosters. It is inevitable that over time, 
successful land trusts will need to devote a higher proportion of their 
organizational energy and budget to easement stewardship. Land trusts 
are adapting new methods; for example, most land trusts now recog-
nize the importance of building good relationships with landowners. 
Baseline documentation has also grown in perceived importance, as 
the land trusts recognize its value for communication purposes as well 
as easement defense. 

Today’s land trusts can work from the solid foundation of easement 
stewardship knowledge that the land trust community has constructed. 
This book provides an entry point to easement stewardship activities 
and requirements that land trusts can use to build and improve their 
programs. However, the land trust community as a whole is a rich 
repository and reference for knowledge and ideas. As you develop 
your land trust’s stewardship program, be sure to consider the expe-
rience that may be available in other nearby land trusts, particularly 
statewide organizations and state chapters of national organizations. 
Pay special attention to new developments; fresh legal challenges to 
easements often stimulate revised and improved stewardship prac-
tices that can better withstand future challenges. Easement steward-
ship is an evolving and adapting science. Stay tuned to updates in this 
critically important area of land trust work! 
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Sample Documents 

Annual Ground and Aerial Monitoring Reports, Columbia Land 
Conservancy, New York (page 261)
The Columbia Land Conservancy conducts annual aerial monitoring 
of all 143 easement properties in addition to ground monitoring half 
of the easement properties every year. These reports are not viewed 
by landowners. For quality control purposes, another staff member is 
responsible for ensuring appropriate action is taken if there are any 
issues that need to be addressed after the site visit.

Questionnaire, Columbia Land Conservancy, New York (page 265)
Columbia Land Conservancy sends this questionnaire to easement 
landowners in late winter prior to the monitoring season, so that staff 
members have a heads-up about upcoming landowner plans. CLC 
reports that most landowners complete the questionnaire. 

Easement Monitoring Report, Marin Agricultural Land Trust, 
California (page 267)
The Marin Agricultural Land Trust (MALT) uses only staff to moni-
tor and conducts ground monitoring by foot. This report is tailored to 
their model conservation easement, which focuses on protecting the 
agricultural and ranching values of the property and preventing any 
use that would significantly impair those values. The monitor looks 
for indicators of range condition, including erosion, weeds, residual 
dry matter and water quality. To assist in this effort, MALT created a 
manual to help train staff in monitoring and sampling techniques.

Easement Monitoring Inspection Report, Upper Valley Land Trust, 
New Hampshire (page 270)
This document is used by staff and volunteer monitors to record the 
results of the monitoring visit. Note that the first section of the form 
records information from the landowner, who is contacted prior to 
the inspection visit. This information alerts the monitor to any prior 
conversations that he or she should be aware of when visiting the 
landowner.

Monitoring Procedures Guidelines and Checklist for Monitoring 
Team, Door County Land Trust, Wisconsin (page 273)
This staffed land trust uses teams of volunteer monitors to conduct 
easement monitoring. The land trust prepared monitoring procedures 
guidelines and a checklist to assist monitors and ensure consistency 



Easement Monitoring 259

in the organization’s monitoring program among volunteers as well as 
from year to year. 

Guide to Monitoring Conservation Easements (excerpt from 
The Conservation Easement Monitoring Handbook), The Nature 
Conservancy, Wyoming Chapter (page 278)
This document is another example of written monitoring procedures, 
which assist the monitor, from pre-visit review of materials through 
post-monitoring follow-up, and includes some helpful hints to guide 
the staff.

Stewardship Visit Checklist, Society for the Protection of New 
Hampshire Forests (page 284)
The Forest Society created a comprehensive checklist for its field 
monitors, including materials and equipment to bring on the visit. The 
land trust protects working forestlands in various terrains. Land trusts 
should create their own checklist based on their easement properties 
and monitoring protocols.

Monitoring Notice, Big Sur Land Trust, California (page 285)
Written notification to landowners about upcoming monitoring visits 
can serve many purposes, including demonstrating the land trust is 
carrying out its stewardship obligations, reminding landowners to 
provide proper notice or seek approval prior to commencing certain 
activities, continuing to build landowner relationships and serving as 
a resource. This letter contains all of these elements. Some land trusts 
may prefer verbal communications with their landowners instead. 
Land trusts should check with the easement document to see if there 
are any stipulations on the form of communications/notifications 
between grantor and grantee.

Monitoring Follow-up Letter, Lancaster Farmland Trust, 
Pennsylvania (page 286)
To ensure landowners know the outcome of the monitoring visit, land 
trusts often send a follow-up letter and/or a copy of the monitoring 
report. In this example, you see a land trust that sends a copy of the 
report but also uses the opportunity to reach out and be a resource to 
the landowner, as well as remind the landowner about contacting the 
land trust with construction or subdivision plans. If a land trust does 
not send a copy of the monitoring report, then the follow-up letter 
should be more explicit about whether anything they observed during 
the visit was inconsistent with the easement terms.
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Monitoring Policy for Conservation Easement, Gallatin Valley 
Land Trust, Montana (page 287)
A monitoring policy can help ensure quality and consistency in a land 
trust’s easement stewardship program. This example contains the key 
elements (who, what, why, when and how).  As with any policy, a moni-
toring policy should be drafted to the specific organization’s easement 
stewardship program and capacity.

Conservation Easement Monitoring Fact Sheet, Minnesota Land 
Trust (page 289)
This fact sheet is an example of an informational piece that land trusts 
can provide to easement landowners, members, volunteers and others 
in the community about the organization’s monitoring program. 
Such a document also helps with ensuring transparency of land trust 
practices.
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2007 CLC Ground Monitoring Form Page 1 of 2 

2007
Columbia Land Conservancy  

Annual Ground Monitoring Report 

Easement Name: 

Owner(s):

Other Contact (if different from Owner):   

Lead Monitor:              Additional Monitor:   

Date of Visit:   

Time of Arrival to Site:                                       Time of Departure from Site: 

Did anyone accompany you on the inspection? Specify.  

Pre-Monitoring Questions: 

Since last monitored, does CLC have knowledge of: 

Yes No 
___     ____     the property or part of the property being transferred, leased or sold  
___     ____     the property or part of the property being subdivided or boundary lines adjusted  
___     ____     construction of any structures, ponds, trails and/or any improvements  
___     ____     active logging  
___     ____     change in caretaker/manager for the property  
___     ____     any reserved rights being activated  
___     ____     any concerns of the landowner to be addressed at this site visit

Comments/Notes: 

Monitoring Visit: 

Add/Update measurements of structures, improved structures or areas with size limitations, if needed: 

Area or Structure:   Dimensions (ft):                              Area or Structure:     Dimensions (ft): 
_______________      _________________                                   _______________           ________________ 
_______________      _________________                                   _______________           ________________ 

CLC Annual Ground Monitoring Report
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2007 CLC Ground Monitoring Form Page 2 of 2 

Areas in need of discussion or examination of easement language: (check and describe below) 
  Ind./commercial activity 
  Home Occupation 
  Residential structures 
  Depositing/Dumping 
  Wetland or Stream alteration 
  Excavation (soil, rock...) 
  Pond construction 

  Tree/shrub removal or timbering 
  Road/driveway construction 
  Recreational/habitat structures 
  Agricultural structures 
  Fences 

Comments/Notes:       

Suggested follow-up partnership actions, possible land management areas: (check and/or describe below)
  Erosion    Eutrophication   Over-grazing    Encroachment   Water Quality 
Comments/Notes:  

        

General impression of inspected area:  
(i.e. quality of vegetation, biodiversity, well maintained land uses and structures) 
Comments/Notes: 

        

Post-Monitoring: 

Any follow-up required?  Specify (by whom, when, etc.):   

Any actions suggested for partnership information? Specify (by whom, when, etc.):   

Were photographs taken of the site while monitoring?      Yes*        No  
*Photographs taken during the site visit should have the easement name, date photographed and initials of the lead 
monitor written on the back of each photo. The supporting text description of each photo, a sketch of the location on 
a copy of the baseline map and GPS point, if taken, should be included and filed in the updated supplemental 
baseline packet and in the archives. 

Report Completed by:  

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
Monitor     Title     Date 

Report Reviewed and Follow-up Actions Addressed: 

_________________________________________________________________________________
Director of Conservation Programs      Date 

CLC Annual Ground Monitoring Report
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2007 CLC Aerial Monitoring Form Page 1 of 2 

2007
Columbia Land Conservancy  

Annual Aerial Monitoring Report 

Easement Name: 

Owner(s):

Other Contact (if different from Owner):  

Co-Monitor:            Co-Monitor: 

Flight Date:             Pilot:   

Pre-Monitoring Questions:

Since last monitored, does CLC have knowledge of: 

Yes No 
___     ___     the property or part of the property being transferred, leased or sold  
___     ___     the property or part of the property being subdivided or boundary lines adjusted  
___     ___     construction of any structures, ponds, trails and/or any improvements  
___     ___     active logging  
___     ___     change in caretaker/manager for the property  
___     ___     any reserved rights being activated  
___     ___     any concerns of the landowner to be addressed at this site visit  

Comments/Notes: 

Aerial Monitoring Visit:

Areas in need of discussion or examination of easement language: (check and describe below) 
  Ind. /commercial activity 
  Home Occupation 
  Residential structures 
  Depositing/Dumping 
  Wetland or Stream alteration 
  Excavation (soil, rock...) 
  Pond construction 

  Tree/shrub removal or timbering 
  Road/driveway construction 
  Recreational/habitat structures 
  Agricultural structures 
  Fences 

Comments/Notes:       

Suggested follow-up partnership actions, possible land management areas: (check and/or describe below)
  Erosion    Eutrophication   Over-grazing    Encroachment   Water Quality 
Comments/Notes:   

CLC Annual Aerial Monitoring Report
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2007 Aerial Monitoring Form Page 2 of 2 

Post-Monitoring:

Any follow-up required?  Specify (by whom, when, etc.):   

Any actions suggested for partnership information? Specify (by whom, when, etc.):   

Report Completed by:  

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
          Date 

Report Reviewed and Follow-up Actions Addressed: 

_________________________________________________________________________________
Director of Conservation Programs      Date 

CLC Annual Aerial Monitoring Report
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Columbia Land Conservancy would appreciate it if you would answer the following 
questions about your conservation easement property.  We have enclosed a self-addressed, 
stamped envelope for your convenience. 

Name of Conservation Easement:
Please make any necessary changes. 

Current Owner(s): 
Primary Mailing Address:                                                                                                    

Telephone:                                                                                                                             

Email:__________________________________________________________________ 

Do you prefer that we contact you about monitoring by phone or email? (circle one) 
Name of Caretaker/Farm Manager or other Contact:

Mailing Address:

Telephone:

Email:__________________________________________________________________ 

Would you like your caretaker to be copied on correspondence regarding the 
property?   Yes/No (circle one) 

Yes     No

Has your protected property, or part of your protected property, been subdivided, 
transferred, leased or sold within the past 12 months? If so, please provide details: 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Do you expect to subdivide, transfer, lease or sell your protected property, or part 
of your protected property, within the next 12 months? If so, please provide 
details:
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

(over)

CLC Questionnaire
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Yes    No

Have you built any structures, ponds, trails and/or made any improvements on 
your property within the past 12 months? If so, please describe: 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

Do you plan on building any structures, ponds, trails and/or making any 
improvements within the next 12 months? If so, please describe: 
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

Are you actively logging the property? 

Do you plan to log the property within the next 12 months? 

Do you have a current forest management plan, harvest management plan, or 
NRCS conservation plan? 

Other Questions or Comments:_________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________

If you have any questions about your easement or the information requested on this sheet, 
please contact the Columbia Land Conservancy office at (518) 392-5252. 

Completed By: _____________________________________________ 
Date:  _____________________________________________________

Thank you for your commitment to local land protection.

CLC Questionnaire
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Marin Agricultural Land Trust 
Easement Monitoring Report 

 
Easement: _____________________ Date: ________________  By: _________________ 
 
Landowner: ____________________________  Previous visit: __________ By: ___________ 
   If new:  Contact _____________________________________________________ 
      Address _____________________________________________________ 
      Phone(s) _____________________________________________________ 
 
GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
Special Provisions in Easement?   CCA_____   House size_____   Other____________________ 
 
 
Meet/Discussion with Landowner?     Y    N 
 Comments/Concerns: 
 
 
 
Describe any conditions related to natural disasters and provide a map of documented locations. 
 
 
LAND USE / MANAGEMENT 
 
Indicate any changes in land use. Provide a map or photographs of any changes. 
 
 
Indicate type and scope of any leases known, including lessee name. 
 
 
Building Construction? Y    N   Commercial/Recreation?    Y    N 
Water Development? Y    N   Mining/Excavation?    Y    N 
Road Construction?  Y    N   Dumping?      Y    N 
Other infrastructure? Y    N 
 
 Explain: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MALT Easement Monitoring Report
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RESOURCES 
 
Describe erosion problems and any control efforts. Provide a map of newly documented erosion 
areas.  
 
 
 
 
Describe weed problems and any control efforts. Provide a map showing the location and 
approximate cover/density of weed infestations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Provide RDM estimates and describe associated area. Provide a map showing RDM zones or 
utilization zones if possible.  
 
 
  
 
  
Describe potential water quality issues and remedies. Provide a map showing the location of 
documented issues. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
COMMENTS AND NOTES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MALT Easement Monitoring Report
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PHOTOGRAPH LOG 
 
Photo # Subject Location Description Focal Lgth Bearing 
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
 
Attachments _________________________________________________ 
  
 
Reviewed by _________________________________________________  

MALT Easement Monitoring Report
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Inspection Date: _____________

EASEMENT MONITORING 
INSPECTION REPORT

Project Name: _ _______ ________
Monitor Name: _______________________ _ 

Volunteer?      Yes ______      No __ ___
Acreage: __ ______ ___
Location: _            _

Current Owner: 
Address:
Phone:
E-mail:
Cell:

UVLT #:     Other interest ref. #: 
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX 

Landowner contacted prior to inspection:  Yes __      No ___  

Date:   ________

Phone   _   _      Voice Mail       ___      E-mail                Other _______________ 

Name of person contacted:  __ _________________________

BY:      __    Monica Erhart, UVLT Stewardship Coordinator 
  ___  Pete Helm, UVLT VP, Stewardship  
  ___  UVLT Volunteer  ______________________________ 

Details of conversation/communication:

______ New Buildings/Construction  ______ Natural Alterations (flood, erosion, blowdowns) 
______ Timber Harvest    ______ Change in Ownership 
______ Public recreation   ______ Anticipated Legal Changes 
______ Renting Fields/Delegating Mgmt ______ Changes in use of fields or buildings 
______ Assistance of UVLT needed 

Please describe:  

Observations from Monitoring Visit:

Page 1 of 3 

UVLT Easement Monitoring Inspection Report
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Description of current land use/Site description:   
.

Did you meet with the landowner / manager on the day of the monitoring visit?  

____ Yes      ___ No      Name(s):_____________________________________________________ 

Which activities / changes have taken place since the last monitoring inspection? 

____ Timber Harvest   ____  Agriculture ____ Field Maintenance        ____ Boundary Maintenance            

____ Land Clearing   ____ Subdivision ____ Trail Work        ____ Building 

To your knowledge, have any of these recreational activities taken place on the property?

____ Walking           ____ Mountain biking      ____ Snowmobiling       ____ Horseback riding 

____ Skiing          ____ Hunting       ____ Other:  ___________________ 

List man-made alterations and management activities, conducted or planned. (For example, 
construction, dredging, filling, trails, timber harvest, clearing new fields, etc.)  Describe activity or 
alteration, noting extent, location, purpose, individual responsible (if known).   

List natural alterations/occurrences (erosion, fire, ice, invasives, flora / fauna).  Note location and 
nature and attach maps, photos, and illustrations as necessary.

Is there activity on abutting land?  Please describe: 

To the best of your knowledge and observation, is there compliance with all restrictions specified in the 
conservation easement?  Please describe. 

 ____ Yes ____ No 

Please describe your inspection, including observations/comments, management needs, info requests, 
boundary condition/needs, plans that may affect property, etc.   Attach maps, photos, and illustrations 
as necessary. 

           

Site Name:       Page 2 of 3    

Monitor name & title (i.e. “Volunteer”):

________________________________________________________________

Signature:  __________________________________      Date:  ___________

UVLT Easement Monitoring Inspection Report
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CONTACT INFO:
       Upper Valley Land Trust   Web site:  www.uvlt.org
 19 Buck Road    E-Mail: peter.helm@uvlt.org

Hanover, NH  03755   E-mail: monica.erhart@uvlt.org
Ph:  (603) 643-6626        

Cc (electronic):      

Site Name:       Page 3 of 3    

UVLT Easement Monitoring Inspection Report
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DOOR COUNTY LAND TRUST, INC. 
MONITORING PROCEDURES GUIDELINES 

As amended August, 2002 

I. Assemble a Baseline Documentation File for each property: 
(1 original to be stored in Safe Deposit Box; 1 copy stored in office) 

This Baseline File should contain the following items: 
A. Acknowledgment statement to satisfy the IRS requirement 
 that for tax-deductible easements, both the donor and the donee must sign a 
statement referencing the baseline file and acknowledging that it is an accurate 
representation of the property's condition at the time of easement donation. 
B. Documentation of property's conservation values: 

1. Maps - plat, survey, topographical, aerial, one to be used as a base 
map of property with photo points marked and numbered. 
2.Photographs and photo point descriptions including GPS coordinates 
and compass bearings. 
3.Property Description report 

  C. Legal documents: recorded easement document, title report 
if appropriate, any legal encumbrances (e.g. rights-of-way, water rights, etc.) 
D. Property owner information (e.g. timeline of owner contacts, history of 
easement acquisition, correspondence with owner). 
E.  Stewardship Endowment Contribution Worksheet 

II. Annual Pre-Monitor-Visit Procedure
A. Prepare a Monitoring Binder for each property. This binder should include: 

1. Easement Summary report 
2. Property description report from Baseline File 
3. Photo Point map with photo point descriptions, GPS coordinates, 

compass bearings. 
4. Topographic map, Plat Book page showing property location. 
5. Past monitoring reports 
6. Past Biological Surveys 

B. Initial annual contact letter to all owners (may need to contact new 
landowners where a sale or transfer has occurred), anticipating monitoring 
visit, and referring to DCLT general activity.  This letter and subsequent 
monitoring appointment letters should be consistently from the same staff 
person.

C. Assemble a Monitoring Team and appoint a Team Leader.  All 
      monitoring team members should have received sufficient  

monitoring training prior to their visits. Property owner should
not be a monitor, but may accompany the monitoring crew. 

D. Schedule monitoring visit by telephone or letter at least two 
      weeks in advance; invite owner to accompany, and indicate that
      we would like to review with them the easement document and 
      the baseline documentation, if appropriate.  It may be 
      preferable or necessary to plan a meeting with landowner prior 
      to monitoring visit.  If so, staff should attend this meeting. 

 DCLT Monitoring Procedures Guidelines
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E. Monitoring Team should meet together briefly before visiting sites so as to 
be prepared and organized.  All Team members should review and be 
familiar with the contents of the Monitoring Binder for the property as well as 
the Monitoring Procedures document. 

F. Assemble all materials needed for visit (Monitoring Binder, and all 
equipment to be used, with enough for all monitors involved) 

          G.  Equipment considerations: 
 1. Camera, clipboard, pencils. 

                  2. Compass, GPS unit, binoculars, field tape measure, flagging. 
3. Rubber boots
4.Other equipment may be needed in specific situations. 

III. Day of Monitor Visit 
A. Arrive at appointment on time, make all introductions.  If needed, meet with 

landowner to review Monitoring Binder, including easement summary, past 
Monitoring Reports and Landowner Questionnaire to answer any questions.

B. Questions to ask owner may include: 
1. Any changes to land since last monitoring or contact.  
2. Any plans to sell or transfer the land. 
3. Any management issues or concerns.   
4. Any need for assistance   
5. Any new management activities anticipated?   
6. Any building (as set forth in reserved rights) anticipated? 
7. Have you seen any unusual or interesting wildlife. 
8. Have there been any natural disasters or changes to your conserved 

land due to flooding, droughts, winterkill, wind-damage, or animal 
damage?

9. Are there any recreational uses of your land by the public?  Have 
there been any problems? 

10. Have neighbors engaged in any activities that could potentially 
encroach upon your land? 

11. Are you or any of your neighbors interested in conserving any 
additional lands?

12. Update owner about DCLT's recent activities in county; perhaps 
share latest newsletter.  Be positive about the property and its 
conservation and habitat value to the larger county ecosystem. 

13. Is there anything you'd like to know about the Land Trust or its 
programs?

C. Preferably, the landowner will accompany the monitoring crew. 
D. Using the monitoring report form as a guide, visit all Base Map photo points 

and take new photos for comparison if significant changes have occurred
from the photo taken for the Baseline Report. If new photos are taken, keep
a log of all photos with GPS photo point location, direction (compass
bearing) photo was taken, notes describing photo and why taken. 

E.  Visit other portions of the property especially major land use areas, possible 
problem areas, areas referred to in easement. 

F. Take new photos of ANY other changes (mark new photo point on 
     Base Map if necessary) and note whether changes are possible 

 DCLT Monitoring Procedures Guidelines
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     violations, changes that are well within reserved rights of owner, 
     or natural changes that have occurred due natural causes. 

NOTE: Possible things to document by photos and notes include: signs of new roads 
or worn tire paths, piles of saw logs, slash or stumps, new culverts or piping, piles of 
fresh dirt or fresh ditches, fencing, clearing, survey flagging, chemical or trash 
dumping.  Details of above must be accurately detailed as to location and content. 

G. Note any wildlife sightings or any other special observations. 
H. Conduct biological inventory if a Team Member is present to assist in this 

activity.
I. If possible, summarize observations to and inform homeowner of any 

changes found.

NOTE:  If upon monitoring, possible violations are observed, do not confront 
landowner.  Simply let them know what was observed.  After the visit, make note of 
any conversations that took place with the landowner in regard to these observations.
It is the job of staff to look into these matters further at a later time.  Team members 
should never confront or discuss with the landowner whether or not an observation 
may be a violation.  It is the duty of Team Members to observe and document not to 
resolve!!

J. Record any comments or questions that homeowner has with 
     regard to your observations and changes noted.
K. Make positive comments again - share and enjoy special wildlife 
     or flora sightings together. 

V.  Post-Monitor Visit Procedures 
          A. Complete the monitoring form from notes taken.  List all 

changes and special observations. Sheets with descriptions and photos 
(labeled, signed, dated) of changes can be attached to form.
B. Discuss results with appropriate staff.  Any necessary follow-up will be done 
by staff.
C. If report is consistent with easement, staff should keep one complete report 
copy for office records and put a copy in the monitor binder. 
D. If there are inconsistencies with easement, staff members will take up 
appropriate follow-up and communication with the landowner.  Staff/board will 
decide on and take appropriate action.

V.  Completion 
          A. File Monitoring Documentation in Safe Deposit Box.  

B. Add other monitoring form and information to the Monitor Binder. 
C. Update any background information on the property and list any suggestions 
for future monitoring of the site.  
D. If necessary, make updated copies of Base Map for future monitoring visits. 

   E. Complete information on Master Monitoring Record. 

 DCLT Monitoring Procedures Guidelines
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DOOR COUNTY LAND TRUST, INC. 
BOX 345, EPHRAIM, WI 54211 

Checklist for Monitoring Team 

Monitoring Visit Information: 

Date of visit:______________ 

Names of monitors:______________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________

Name of landowner/property: ___________________________________________ 

Name(s), address, and phone number of current owner(s) or legal representative:

_____________________________________________________________________

Pre Visit: 

_____ Review DCLT’s “Monitoring Procedures” 

_____  Review Monitoring Binder, previous monitoring reports and Landowner Questionnaire.

_____  Schedule monitoring visit by letter/telephone with your landowner(s); invite owner to 
accompany and to review easement and baseline documentation – in advance if necessary. 

____    Confirm monitoring date and time prior to visit.  

____    Collect necessary monitoring equipment for visit: 
___ Monitoring Binder  ___ Monitoring report forms    ___ Checklist 
___ camera/film   ___ paper/pen      ___ flagging 
___ GPS Unit                 ___ binoculars                    ___ compass   

_____ Meet/talk with other members of monitor crew prior to visit.   
Review Monitoring Binder and Landowner Questionnaire for each property;  
Review and discuss specifics of each easement using Monitoring Summary;  
Decide on best division of monitoring tasks (photography, photo logging, note 
taking, etc.);
Provide each monitor with necessary materials (Monitoring summary, monitor 
report form; maps; notepad/pencil; other necessary equipment; etc.)  

Day of visit: 
_____If possible, with landowner review purposes for monitoring and how it is done. Ask 
landowner(s) if they have any questions about the conservation easement.  Discuss any changes 
noted in the Landowner Questionnaire, or ask if there are any land changes since last contact, 
any changes anticipated, any concerns, any management activities planned. 

 DCLT Checklist for Monitoring Team
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_____Confirm owner’s correct mailing address and telephone number; ask if they are receiving 
Land Trust mailings.  Share recent Land Trust activities and invite questions. 

_____Ask landowner(s) about status of adjoining lands. 

_____Walk boundaries and interior areas of special concern or high use, with particular attention 
to areas referred to in Monitoring Summary; fill out Monitoring Report in pencil with 
observations.

_____Visit previous photo points; only take new photos if major changes have occurred and note 
the location/details of photo. 

_____If possible, discuss observations of the land with the landowner. 

_____Take notes throughout visit on the Monitoring Report Form, make specific notes regarding 
any necessary follow-up action. 

Post visit: 
_____Legibly fill in the monitoring report form. 

_____Detail in writing and on the photo point map with GPS coordinates where any new photos 
were taken.

_____Discuss the monitoring report with Land Trust staff, discuss appropriate follow-up action. 

Post visit procedures for staff:
_____ Complete master monitoring record. 

_____ Create baseline notebook pages for new photos or other attachments and revise base map. 

_____File all paperwork related to monitor visit in baseline and monitoring files. 

 DCLT Checklist for Monitoring Team
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The Nature Conservancy—Wyoming Chapter 
258 Main Street, Suite 200, Lander, WY 82520 

GUIDE TO MONITORING CONSERVATION EASEMENTS

Monitoring procedure:  Inspecting the property 

Review Materials For The Protected Property

The Easement Monitoring Coordinator will provide a Monitoring Notebook for each 
property that requires monitoring.  The notebook will contain the following: 

A copy of the original easement documents or deed with restrictions. 
A copy of the original Easement Documentation Report or other baseline report, if 
available.
Appropriate maps (to locate the property, review boundaries, building envelopes, trails, 
etc.).
Past monitoring reports (including information on areas where past monitors noted 
problems or general changes). 
Documents pertaining to review of the conservation easement (previous violations, 
approvals, etc.), if available 
Copies of any easement-required management plans for the property, if available. 

Before the inspection, the monitor needs to review the information contained in the 
notebook.  If you have any questions about the terms or history of the easement, please 
contact the Easement Monitoring Coordinator for clarification before your visit. 

Note: GPS waypoints for each easement are available for uploading into GPS receivers. 
Waypoints are displayed on aerial photos included in each easement notebook and indicate 
photo point locations and property boundary corners.

Scheduling the Visit 

Schedule a visit to the property as follows: 
Plan to visit the property sometime between May and October (when there is no snow on 
the ground.). Some conservation easements have specific dates when it is best to monitor 
rare plants, etc.  
Contact the landowner well in advance before you plan to monitor in order to schedule a 
visit.  Call to schedule the visit at a time convenient for the landowner to accompany you 
if possible.  If you are unable to make contact, please contact the Easement Monitoring 
Coordinator.
Invite and encourage the landowner or manager to accompany you on the visit.  
If the landowner will not be able to join you on the visit, ask questions in the ‘Talking 
with the Landowner’ section below at this time. 

TNC Guide to Monitoring Conservation Easements
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The Visit 

Every monitoring visit is different but the following guidelines generally apply: 

Safety and Security 

It is very important that the monitoring visit be a safe and positive experience for both the 
monitor and the landowner.  You should never put yourself or the landowner in any unsafe 
situation.  It is also important for the monitor to remain on good terms with the landowner at 
the time of the visit. Monitors should be cautious about dealing with the specific details of 
any possible violations.  If, at any time, the landowner appears uncomfortable or defensive, 
do not press the subject; just continue the monitoring visit or leave. Your job is to complete 
the monitoring to the best of your ability. The Easement Monitoring Team will deal with any 
problems at a later time. 

Time

The amount of time needed for a visit varies greatly depending upon the size of the property 
and the complexity of the easement.  Even a small property will probably require at least 1-2 
hours.  If the landowner is not accompanying you, plan on spending some additional time 
with the landowner before or after inspecting the property.

What to Bring 
Monitoring notebook 
Conservation Easement Visit Form (To be completed) 
One or more maps of the property for noting photo points, problems, etc.  
Camera – Digital (Remember to bring extra batteries!) 
GPS (Remember extra batteries! Load waypoints from server or CD) COLLECT NEW 
WAYPOINTS ONLY IF NECESSARY! 
Cell phone (if available) 
Pen/paper/clipboard
Monitoring “buddy” (particularly if you feel uncomfortable monitoring the property 
alone or would like to have “another set of eyes”) 
See equipment lists at front of manual. 

Talking With the Landowner 
Use questionnaire on monitoring form. 
Invite questions. Listen.
Collect accurate, up-to-date contact information.  If possible, this would include 
permanent and seasonal postal addresses, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses. 
Are there any plans to transfer, subdivide or sell the land?  If the property has been 
subdivided, request a legal description or map showing the resulting parcels. 
Have there been any changes to the land or buildings on the protected property, either 
human or natural? 
Any changes in the adjacent lands or waters that may be of concern? 

TNC Guide to Monitoring Conservation Easements
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If appropriate, find out about any land management concerns or questions the landowner 
may have.  If more information is needed, write these issues down and refer these on to 
the Monitoring Coordinator. 
Give a new landowner—or any landowner that requests it—information about TNC and 
conservation restrictions in general.
If you encounter a possible violation, do NOT confront the landowner about the concern, 
although you can certainly ask for information or clarification.  The decision about 
whether a violation has occurred and what actions to take will be made later, in 
consultation with other members of the monitoring team.  For more information on how 
to handle possible violations, see Section 5. 

What to Look For 

The Conservation Easement Visit Form includes a lengthy list of features that you should be 
examining during the visit.  Pay special attention to the following: 

Property boundaries.  Watch for infringement issues.  
Check for new or expanded buildings, roads, cultivation or logging. 
Check any areas where special easement restrictions or reserved rights exist. 
Any areas of special concern mentioned in previous monitoring reports. 
Visit any areas with special conservation features such as rare plants. 

Documenting Changes During the Visit 

Refer to the Visit Form during the visit to ensure that you are collecting all of the needed 
information.  Take lots of notes! 

Take photographs of any SIGNIFICANT changes on the property such as: 
Alterations by natural causes (fire, wind, flood). 
Human alterations (possible violations of the easement or for clarification of a situation). 
Progress or status of specific management activities such as prairie restoration. 
Activities subject to any management plans. 

If there are no apparent changes, the guidelines suggest taking at least six photos of each 
property.  These should represent the general condition of the property and any building sites.  
If there are no changes and the property is very small, you may elect to take fewer pictures.
There should always be at least two.  For more information on the photos needed, see Section 
7.

You will also want to take notes or use your GPS receiver to mark the approximate path 
traveled, the locations where photos were taken and the sites of any special concerns.  For 
more information on mapping or GPS, see Section 7.    

Preparing the Monitoring Form, Photos & Map 

Complete the documentation of the monitoring visit as soon as possible after the visit is 
completed.  It can be hard to remember the details of the visit after even a couple of days.

TNC Guide to Monitoring Conservation Easements
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Determining Compliance Status 

The monitor will need to make an initial determination of the status of the easement on page
4 of the form, not page 1. Monitoring status information at the top of page 1 will be 
completed by the Easement Monitoring Team after reviewing the completed report.

This determination is based on review of the conservation easement or deed restriction, 
Easement Documentation Report or other baseline report, previous monitoring reports, and 
the monitoring visit.  The monitor will need to indicate if she/he believes that, based on field 
observations, and in the monitor’s best judgment, that the terms of the easement are being 
met by indicating one of the three answers below: 

YES, no violation of easement terms observed. No current violations of the interest terms 
that were observed by the monitor.  No further evaluations will be needed before the next 
regularly scheduled monitoring visit. 

PENDING, unsure due to the need for additional information or evaluation. Monitor’s 
observation(s) suggest that a violation of easement restrictions may have occurred, and that is 
currently being assessed.

NO, some activities were observed which are believed to be in violation of the easement. 
There is currently a violation of the interest terms requiring enforcement action.    

If the monitor is unsure which category to place the property in, classify it as ‘Pending’. 

Completing the Text Portions of the Monitoring Form 

The visit form can be completed in Word or printed out and filled in by hand.  For more 
detailed instructions for specific fields, see the ‘Annotated Conservation Easement Visit 
Form’.  Complete all of the applicable fields in the visit report, except the signature and date.
This will need to be filled out in the presence of a notary.  See Section 7, Notarization. 

Preparing the Photographs 

You will want to do the following as soon as possible after the visit:
Download the photos from the visit.   
Number the photos and mark the monitoring map to indicate where they were taken. 
Use the Word Template. 
Write a caption for each photo.  Include information on what is shown, waypoint ID, 
and what direction you were facing when the photo was taken.  If the visit took place 
on more than one day, be sure to note the day the picture was taken. 
Create a digital document in Word by inserting the photos into the document and then 
add the photo numbers and descriptions. 

TNC Guide to Monitoring Conservation Easements
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What to Photograph 

During a monitoring visit, you will want to take pictures of any significant changes in the 
property.  These have natural or human causes.  You’ll want to pay special attention to any 
activity that may involve a possible violation.  Some examples include: 

Erosion (wind or water) 
New boundary markers, such as survey stakes or newly planted trees
A collapsed building 
ATV ruts 
New construction
A tree blow-down 
Damage done by flood or fire  

What NOT To Take Pictures Of 

People (as the main subject) 
Pets (as the main subject) 
Other entities or scenarios that have nothing to do with documenting easement 
compliance. 

Preparing the Maps 

Prepare a map of the monitoring visit.  This map should include at least the following 
information: 

Copy one of the maps included in the monitoring notebook or another map you already 
have.  This may be a topographic or aerial photo map.  Information from the visit can 
then be hand-drawn on the map. 
Show the boundaries of the protected property. 
Show the approximate path traveled during the monitoring visit. 
Mark the locations of any concerns or possible violations noted in the report. 
Mark the locations where any monitoring photos included in the report were taken. 

You have at least two options for preparing the visit map for the report: 
Enter the data from the visit into a GIS and print out a map.   

Notarizing the Report 

Do NOT sign and date the monitoring form until all of the previous steps are complete.  You 
will need to sign and date the completed form in the presence of a Notary Public.  For more 
information on notarizing, see Section 7. Two notaries are available at the Lander office. 

Sending the Report to the Easement Monitoring Coordinator 

Original, signed and notarized copies of all monitoring documents need to be delivered to the 
Easement Monitoring Coordinator before December 10th each year.

TNC Guide to Monitoring Conservation Easements
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Visit Follow-Up 

Promptly respond to any landowner requests for additional information.  If more research 
is needed or you refer their request on to someone else, let the landowner know that it’s 
being worked on. Do not overindulge in promising to fulfill a request, keep it to a 
minimum.

TNC Guide to Monitoring Conservation Easements
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10/99                             CE Stewardship 

Stewardship Visit Checklist  

Easement Name ______________________________________________  New Owner? _____________ 

 Municipality  ____________________________   CE Date ____________ Acreage  ________________ 

 Current Owner  _______________________________________________ Phone  __________________ 

 Local Contact / Property Manager  ________________________________ Phone  __________________ 
 

Pre-visit Review and Prep 
  Prepare CE work file 
  Review entire CE File 
  Complete CE Outline 
  Check Monitoring Inspection Sheet 
  Scan and print aerial and/or other photos 
  Highlight Easement (& amendments), make notes 
  Need Baseline Documentation Report 
  Need baseline photos / survey / deed  (circle) 
  Schedule monitoring visit & invite CE Landowner 

 Date _______________  Time ________________ 
 Person(s): _________________________________ 
 Meeting Place______________________________ 
 Directions_________________________________ 
____________________________________________
____________________________________________
____________________________________________
____________________________________________
____________________________________________ 

  Confirmation call / letter on:  __________________ 
 

Post-Visit Follow-up
  Prepare and File Monitoring Report  
  Discuss potential problems with Supervisor 
  Prepare, send and file a Letter to Landowner 
  Update Monitoring Inspection Sheet 
  Label and file photos, maps, etc. 

Materials & Equipment
  this sheet 
  highlighted copy of CE (& amendments) 
  copy of CE (& amendments) for landowner 
  photos of property 

  topo map copy w/ easement delineated 
  survey map copies (2) 
  photo location maps (2) 
  CE Outline  
  scanned photo(s) 
  inspection form & clipboard 
  camera & film 
  all-weather notebook 
  pencils / pens / sharpies 
  business cards 
  name tag 
  script / talking list 
  Gazetteer 
  management info pamphlets / sheets  
  binoculars 
  lunch / water 
  compass 
  flagging 
  field guides 
  tape measure 
  engineering scale 
  field vest and/or pack 
  hiking boots and socks 
  jacket / long sleeve shirt 
  rain gear 
  fly dope / net / sunscreen 
  other  _______________________ 
  other  _______________________ 

 SPNHF Stewardship Visit Checklist
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Greeting         June 21, 2007 
Address
City, State  Zip 

RE: Project Name 

Dear Greeting, 

It’s hard to believe that summer is almost here, which means that the Big Sur Land Trust 
is preparing for the annual monitoring of our conservation easement protected properties. 
As you know, annual monitoring is an important component of the BSLT’s long-term 
stewardship responsibilities.  A visual inspection of your property assists the BSLT in 
fulfilling our commitment to uphold the terms of your conservation easement and to 
protect the conservation attributes of your property. 

If you would like to accompany me on the monitoring visit this summer, please contact 
me regarding the best dates for you.  If you do not wish to be present for the site visit, I 
will be happy to monitor at a time when you have given me permission to access your 
property. Our Conservation staff will be contacting you in the next few weeks to schedule 
a time to visit your property as convenient. 

In addition to monitoring, we strive to maintain strong communication ties between 
BSLT, each landowner, and the managers of protected properties.  If you have questions 
regarding your easement, such as whether a planned activity is permitted under the terms 
of your easement, or if an activity requires any notice or approval from the BSLT prior to 
commencement, please contact the office and BSLT Conservation staff will assist you.  
Furthermore, please feel free to seek input and/or advice of the BSLT for land 
management issues on your easement-conserved property.   

Please contact me at (831) 625-5523 ext. 110 or hbrady@bigsurlandtrust.org if you have 
questions, or if I can be of further assistance.  Thank you for your cooperation with our 
annual monitoring visit and for your commitment to land conservation in Monterey 
County.

Sincerely,

Heather Brady
Stewardship Program Manager 

BSLT Monitoring Notice
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March 17, 2008 

Salutation
  Address 

City, PA Zip 

Dear Salutation, 

I would like to thank you for allowing me to visit your farm on March 13, 2008.  Enclosed 
are copies of the Conservation Easement Annual Monitoring Report and Best Management 
Practices checklist for you to keep on file.  Please let me know if there are any errors in the 
report or the checklist. 

As you may have noticed during the monitoring visit, the Trust is becoming more involved 
with promoting sound soil and water conservation practices.  In this regard, we would like to 
be an educational resource for the landowners that we work with.  If you have any questions 
or concerns with the soil and water conservation practices you employ on your farm, please 
feel free to utilize the Trust as a resource. We can provide a range of avenues for both 
technical and financial assistance, and would be happy to help you in strengthening your 
environmental stewardship. 

We would also like to take this opportunity to remind you that if you are considering 
transferring the ownership of your preserved property you need to notify the Trust.  We ask 
that you provide us with written notice at least 10 days prior to such transfer.  By providing 
us with advanced notice, we can ensure that the terms of the Conservation Easement are 
followed and understood by the new owner. 

In addition, please notify the Trust of any plans to construct an additional dwelling (house) 
or subdivide a portion of your property.  This will help us in conducting our annual 
monitoring visit and in keeping our records updated, as well as ensuring the proposal is 
consistent with the conservation easement. (This is very important because most of our 
conservation easements do allow for a residential lot to be subdivided off, but place specific 
limitations on the lot size which may be more restrictive than Local Township Zoning 
ordinances. For this reason, contacting the Trust before hand can help eliminate any 
possible violations of the conservation easement.)

If you have any questions, please feel free to call me at (717) 687-8484. 

Sincerely, 

               
Elizabeth Beeman  
Land Preservation Assistant

LFT Monitoring Follow-up Letter



Easement Monitoring 287

Gallatin Valley Land Trust 
Monitoring Policy for Conservation Easements 

 
Philosophy:    
A well-written conservation easement with baseline documentation provides the basis for permanent 
property protection, but monitoring ensures that a property is protected over time. GVLT is 
committed to regular, documented monitoring for several reasons: 

To build rapport with the property owner.  GVLT’s stewardship program seeks to build successful 
partnerships and relationships with landowners, and monitoring offers an opportunity to 
develop a spirit of cooperation with easement owners. Regular monitoring enables GVLT to 
communicate with each property owner, invite questions, discuss potential problems, define 
problems before they become serious, and avoid violations.  Good rapport can also lead to 
additional gifts to the stewardship fund or valuable project partnerships that build 
community and/or enhance habitat.  
To increase landowner stewardship.  Effective monitoring can build appreciation and increase 
knowledge levels for sound landowner stewardship of their property (e.g. sustainable 
grazing, weed control, wildlife habitat improvement, etc.) 
To save time and money.  Early communication and thorough documentation are important to 
avoid and resolve potential or actual violations. Monitoring can detect a violation before it 
becomes so deeply entrenched, and the property owner so committed to an adversarial 
position, that only legal action can resolve the situation. It can also detect changes in the 
surrounding area that may threaten an easement. 
To provide a record of the monitoring visit.  If a violation occurs, monitoring documentation helps 
establish that GVLT is a responsible easement holder.  It also provides a running record of 
the property’s condition, which is essential to determine adequate restoration or resolution 
of the violation. 
To discover violations.  Monitoring ensures that GVLT upholds the public trust. Monitoring is a 
critical tool to discover violations, and it also ensures that the management and development 
of the easement property is consistent with the terms of the conservation easement. 

 
 
Guiding Principles: 
 

1. Frequency. A site visit to the easement property will be made annually.  In some instances, 
more than one visit to the property yearly may be required to maintain a healthy landowner 
relationship and/or to address issues that pertain to the easement property.  (E.g.: easements 
with particularly sensitive conditions; land where a landowner is performing management activities; transfer of 
ownership.) 
 
In the event of the sale of an easement property, every effort should be made to establish a 
positive relationship between the new landowner, his/her property, and GVLT.  This effort 
should begin prior to the close of any sale, if at all possible (refer to Successive Generation 
CE Landowner Protocol). 

 
2. Process. GVLT’s Stewardship staff will ensure that regular monitoring visits are conducted, 

that reliable and accurate monitoring records are kept, and that property owners are regularly 
contacted. During site monitoring, Stewardship staff may be assisted by a member of 
GVLT’s board, a volunteer, or another staff person.   

 

GVLT Monitoring Policy for Conservation Easements
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3. Concerns.  If concerns or questions come up during the monitoring visit (or at any time) 
about interpretation of the easement language or proposed activities, discuss the matter with 
GVLT’s Executive Director (refer to Notice & Approval Policy).  Should there appear to be 
potential violations of the terms of the conservation easement, immediately contact GVLT’s 
Executive Director to discuss the situation (refer to Violation Policy).   

 
This policy is intended to comply with Standards & Practices Standard 11.D.: Conservation Easement 
Stewardship, Easement Monitoring. 
 
 
 

Approved by GVLT Board of Directors January 28, 2008 

GVLT Monitoring Policy for Conservation Easements
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(over) 

Minnesota Land Trust 
Conservation Easement Monitoring

Monitoring is the regular inspection of property protected with a conservation easement.  It is the 
core component of the Minnesota Land Trust’s conservation easement stewardship program.  It 
helps the Land Trust build relationships with landowners, allows the Land Trust to discover any 
problems on the land, provides an opportunity to document any changes in the property or its 
ownership, and is critical for the Land Trust in order to meet its legal obligations.

Monitoring Visits 
It is the policy of the Minnesota Land Trust to monitor each 
property protected by a conservation easement once a 
year—and more frequently if necessary.  It is our goal to 
prevent easement violations; frequent contact with the land 
and the landowner helps us achieve that goal.

The monitoring season typically runs from May through 
October.  Spring and fall are popular times to monitor as 
sparse vegetation can make it easier to view the property. 

Monitoring is most frequently done in person with a Land Trust staff or volunteer monitor 
walking the protected property.  However, in some cases monitors review property by car, by 
boat or by an aerial flyover.  Each conservation easement and each parcel of land is unique so 
each requires its own monitoring approach. 

Working with Landowners 
Each year, the Land Trust assigns a monitor to visit every property protected by a Minnesota 
Land Trust conservation easement.  The assigned monitor will then contact the landowner to 
arrange a time to visit the property. 

The Land Trust welcomes and encourages landowners to accompany the monitor during the 
monitoring visit.  Walking the land together can be important for a number of reasons, including:   

Landowners have a more intimate connection to their property than does the 
Land Trust and their knowledge can make the visit more effective and efficient. 

There is an opportunity for a landowner to raise any questions about the 
easement or to discuss any future plans or goals for the property, which can help 
prevent unintended violations.

A landowner may also ask someone else—perhaps a family member or neighbor—to accompany 
the monitor.  Whether or not they are present during monitoring, all landowners are provided 
with a summary of the monitoring visit.  

Minnesota Land Trust CE Monitoring Fact Sheet
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Minnesota Land Trust • 2356 University Avenue West, Suite 240, St. Paul, MN 55114 • 651.647.9590 • www.mnland.org 

© February 2004 

Printed on recycled paper 

Documenting the Condition of the Protected Property 
Conservation easements may be perpetual but memories fade and property conditions change 
over time.  The Land Trust asks each monitor to complete a report following each monitoring 
visit.  These reports are kept in the Land Trust's office and provide an important record of the 
property’s condition and its use so that those who come later understand the history of a 
protected property. 

Preventing Problems vs. Discovering Violations 
The essence of any conservation easement monitoring program is to make sure that landowners 
are complying with the terms of their easement.  Through periodic monitoring, the Land Trust 
can often detect potential problems early—before they become serious violations. 

However, we also encourage all landowners to contact the Minnesota Land Trust whenever they 
have a concern or question about their easement rather than waiting for the annual monitoring 
visit.  No matter how thoughtfully drafted, conservation easements can be confusing.  Seeking an 
interpretation early can avoid problems later. 

In the end, the Minnesota Land Trust must be prepared to correct any violations of its easements.  
This is the commitment we make to all landowners who entrust us with the responsibility to 
protect their land.  If a violation is discovered, we will work with the landowner whenever 
possible to have the situation corrected without further action.  Legal enforcement is a remedy of 
last resort. 

Volunteers
Volunteers play a critical role in the Minnesota Land Trust's monitoring program.  They are able 
to extend the Land Trust's presence into local communities throughout the state and personally 
work with landowners when staff might not otherwise be able to do so.

All volunteer monitors are required to complete a training and certification program so that they 
can be skilled and informed representatives for the Minnesota Land Trust. Although our 
volunteers are well-trained, the Land Trust also assigns a staff member to monitor each property 
at least once every five years so that staff remain familiar with all of the properties we protect. 

The Land Trust holds training sessions for new and returning volunteers at least annually in one 
or more locations across the state.  Many landowners serve as volunteer monitors.  They are 
familiar with conservation easements as well as the work of the Minnesota Land Trust and so 
make great ambassadors for our work.   

Interested in being a monitor?  Contact the Minnesota Land Trust office. 

Minnesota Land Trust CE Monitoring Fact Sheet



Easement Monitoring 291

Additional Resources

Internal Revenue Code §170(h) 
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode. In the search boxes insert title 
number “26” and section number “170(h)” and click on “Go to title 
and section.”

Treasury Regulations §1.170A-14
http://edocket.access.gpo.gov/cfr_2003/aprqtr/pdf/26cfr1 
.170A-14.pdf

Books and Articles
The Conservation Easement Handbook, by Elizabeth Byers and Karin 
Marchetti Ponte (Washington, DC: The Trust for Public Land and 
the Land Trust Alliance, 2005). 

Cost-Effective Strategies for Conserving Private Land, by Dominic 
Parker (Washington DC: Property and Environment Research Center, 
2002), available at www.perc.org.

Developing a Stewardship Protocol for the Pingree Forest Conservation 
Easement: Landscape Scale Monitoring, by Frank C. Reed, Steve A. Sader 
and Keith Ross (Littleton, MA: New England Forestry Foundation 
Bulletin, 2003), available at www.newenglandforestryfoundation.org. 

Massachusetts Conservation Restriction Stewardship Manual: A Handbook 
for Land Trusts and Conservation Commissions, by Kathy Sferra and 
Nicholas Holland (Lincoln, MA: Massachusetts Audubon Society, 
2006).

Monitor Training Curriculum and Handbook: A Guide to the Recruitment, 
Training and Oversight of Conservation Easement Monitors, by Preston 
Bristow and Jeanie McIntyre, 1994. See link at Upper Valley Land 
Trust website at www.uvlt.org.

Field Techniques
Be Expert with Map & Compass: The Complete Orienteering Handbook, 
by Bjorn Kjellstrom (New York: Collier Books, 1994).

Maps and Compasses: A User’s Handbook, by Percy W. Blandford (Blue 
Ridge Summit, PA: TAB Books, 1984).
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Aerial Monitoring and Volunteer Pilot Services

LightHawk (www.lighthawk.org)

Southwings (www.southwings.org)

Col-East, Inc. (http://www.col-east.com)

Also contact your local flying club or local pilot instructors and aerial 
photography specialists for assistance.
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Check Your Progress 

Before completing this chapter, check that you can: 

l	Explain the value of documented, annual conservation ease-
ment monitoring

l	Describe the range of monitoring activities land trusts engage 
in (foot, car, boat, plane, satellite, etc.)

l	Describe how the type of property and form of monitoring 
dictates the frequency of monitoring

l	Describe the range of individuals involved in land trust moni-
toring and the qualifications of monitors (volunteers, staff and 
consultants)

l	Describe the variety of ways that land trusts provide training 
for easement monitors

l	Select a monitoring program that suits the lands your land 
trust protects and the individuals available to assist with 
monitoring

l	Write, or work with someone to write, a land trust monitoring 
policy or procedure that includes:

	 l Schedule of monitoring (annual or more often)
	 l Procedures to follow when monitoring
	 l Qualifications of monitors
	 l Procedures to follow after the monitoring visit
	 l Steps to take in the event of a suspected violation 
l	Describe the types of activities that go on before a monitoring 

visit:
	 l	Informing the landowner
	 l	Reviewing files and relevant records
	 l	Gathering material
l	Explain the various steps in a monitoring visit:
	 l		Procedures to follow when monitoring such as: route of 

travel; checking boundaries and/or other areas sensitive to 
encroachment; checking roads and other access ways; and 
checking where there is recent activity permitted by the 
easement (building, forest management, etc.)

	 l		Making notes at photo points and when to take additional 
photos

	 l	Making notes of any exercised reserved rights
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l	Explain the various steps after a monitoring visit:
	 l	Transcription of field notes
	 l	Labeling of photos
	 l	Creation of monitoring report or summary of field notes
	 l		Signatures of report preparers and parties to the easement, 

if applicable
	 l	Review of monitoring reports
	 l	Contact with landowner
	 l	Maintaining monitoring records and reports
l	Briefly describe steps that the monitor should take in the 

event that he or she suspects there is a violation
l	Create a monitoring visit report form
l	Have a strategy for moving a land trust with no, or limited, 

easement monitoring into full implementation of the practice
l	Be able to track current and estimate future monitoring costs
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Next Steps

Now that you have completed the chapters about landowner relation-
ships, baseline documentation and easement monitoring, you may 
want to revisit chapter 1 and the stewardship guiding principles that 
you developed in part 2 of the Putting It into Practice Exercise on 
page 27). 

You may also want to begin the next steps, if you have not done so 
already, to apply what you have learned from this training and improve 
the operation of your land trust. 

Draft or revise, if needed, your organization’s easement stewardship 
philosophy or guiding principles to steer future organizational deci-
sions and to share with landowners.

Choose one or two new ways you can reach out to landowners to build 
relationships or improve community relations.

Review your baseline documentation report template and see if changes 
are needed to use it more effectively as a communication, education, 
monitoring and enforcement tool.

Draft and adopt a monitoring policy and procedures, or review your 
current policy, based on the materials contained in chapter 4.

Review your easement monitoring training program and make adjust-
ments as needed to ensure your monitors are well prepared for the 
task.

Next Steps
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To Do Sheet

Use this sheet to record any “to dos” that occur to you during the course. Be specific with the 
action item and date by which you hope to accomplish this task.

To Do   Who is Involved   By When
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Appendix A: Baseline Documentation Report

Appendix A
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Massachusetts Conservation Restriction Stewardship Manual

by Kathy Sferra and Nicholas Holland, Massachusetts Audubon Society
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Glossary 
Affirmative rights or obligations: Easement provisions that require 
the landowner to maintain the resources protected by the easement 
(e.g., mow a field to keep open a view) or that require the land trust to 
maintain if the owner does not; or rights granted to the land trust to 
perform physical acts on the property (e.g., build a trail or access the 
property for monitoring).

Baseline documentation report: A record of the conservation values 
identified in the easement and the relevant conditions of the property, 
used to monitor and enforce the easement. It contains maps, photo-
graphs and text, and is signed by the landowner and land trust at or 
before closing.

Biological baseline inventory: A thorough scientific evaluation and 
listing of the flora, fauna and sometimes other natural and geographic 
features of a piece of land.

Capacity: The ability to perform all the actions required to manage 
conservation easements by having adequate human and financial 
resources and organizational systems in place.

Conservation easement monitoring: The land trust’s ongoing inspec-
tion of land to determine compliance with the terms of the easement 
and the documentation of the organization’s findings. Monitoring 
ensures the protection of the land’s conservation values over time.

Conservation easement stewardship: All aspects of a land trust’s 
management of a conservation easement after its acquisition, includ-
ing monitoring; landowner relations; recordkeeping; processing land-
owner notices, requests for approval and amendments; managing 
stewardship funds; and enforcement and defense.

Estoppel: A legal term meaning that a person is precluded from 
complaining against a circumstance that he or she caused or contributed 
to, either by his or her silence, acquiescence or affirmative approval.

Estoppel or compliance certificate: A certificate signed by the land 
trust certifying the condition of the easement property as of the date 
of the statement.

Glossary
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Important conservation values (or conservation attributes): The 
key values or attributes on the property that are the focus of protec-
tion efforts. Important conservation values are determined during the 
property evaluation and project planning process.

Insiders: Board and staff members, substantial contributors and other 
parties who have an ability to influence decisions of the organiza-
tion and those with access to information not available to the general 
public. See Land Trust Standards and Practices for additional informa-
tion and the IRS definition.

Laches: Failure to take an action at the proper time, especially such 
delay as will prevent a party from bringing a legal proceeding.

Land ethic: A perspective on environmental ethics first championed 
by Aldo Leopold in his book A Sand County Almanac. Leopold argued 
that the next step in the evolution of ethics is the expansion of ethics 
to include nonhuman members of the biotic community, collectively 
referred to as “the land.”

Performance standards: The requirements in a conservation easement 
for limiting permitted land use activities that are based on the like-
lihood of achieving a desired outcome or goal, rather than mandat-
ing specific actions or prohibitions. For example, “the water shall not 
contain sediment.”

Photo point: The location where a photograph was taken, shown on a 
map so as to be easily relocated.

Policy: A specific course of action to guide and determine present and 
future decisions. In this context, refers to a written, board-adopted 
policy.

Practice: The land trust’s customary action; may or may not be writ-
ten. Also refers to an element of Land Trust Standards and Practices.

Prescription: A long or immemorial use of some right so as to give a 
right to continue such use, or the process of acquiring a right by unin-
terrupted assertion of the right over a long period of time.

Prescriptive standards: The restrictions in a conservation easement 
that forbid or limit certain activities, which are usually absolute and 
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often quantifiable, such as the prohibition of construction within 300 
feet of a body of water.

Private benefit: When a tax-exempt organization provides more than 
an incidental benefit to a non-insider.

Private inurement: When an insider to the tax-exempt organization, 
such as a director or an officer, derives a benefit from the organization 
without giving something of at least equal value in return. The IRS 
prohibition on inurement is absolute. 

Procedure: A series of steps followed in a regular order. In this context, 
procedures are written for the board, staff and/or volunteers to follow 
and may or may not be approved by the board.

Reserved rights: The rights to use or develop the property reserved by 
the landowner under the terms of the conservation easement.

Statute of limitations: A statute defining the period within which an 
action may be taken on some legal issue.

Stewardship fund: A separate, dedicated fund established by a land 
trust to provide financial resources for easement stewardship costs. If 
the fund is not a true endowment, the principal as well as the earnings 
of the fund may be withdrawn.

Successor landowner: An owner who acquired protected property 
and was not the original grantor of the conservation easement.
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